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Abstract
In 2016, the Detroit Independent Freedom School Movement (DIFS) was established out of the
need for positive educational activities for children of the dismantled Detroit Public Schools
(DPS). The movement was organized by Detroit community members who created grassroots
organizations in response to decades of destruction created by State Emergency Management.
This empirical ethnographic study explored the historical evolution of freedom schooling and
how volunteers empower residents with community education in Detroit, Michigan. Through a
narrative inquiry of volunteer community organizers, the analysis explored the use of Afrocentric
methods as a means for political resistance while grounding the experience in a critical lens of
Afrocentric Theory.
Keywords: Freedom school, community education, Afrocentric education, community
organizing.
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Chapter 1: Crying Does Not Give You Peace of Mind
Introduction
For over 60 years, conservative politicians have called for reducing social services and
aimed to cut pathways that promoted societal growth (Giroux, 2014; Harvey, 2005). During the
same time frame, the Civil Rights Bill of 1964, which attempted to outlaw discrimination and
segregation in schools, businesses, and in public, was passed. This new legislation gave African
Americans a false sense of democracy, and some people did not envision freedom as free market
capitalism (Jones, 2018). The effects of hundreds of years of resistance can be seen in today’s
modern social media protests, using hashtags including #ICANTBREATH, #WECANTRUN,
and #WECANTWORK. These protests have resulted from Blacks being killed by police
unjustly. Moreover, most African Americans realize that democracy in America was never meant
to include them (Rickford, 2016). Today’s Black Lives Matter rallies emanate from African
American protesting since the 1940s, engaging millions of residents to make their voices heard,
resisting white supremacist systems of racism, and creating empowered communities that
promote community education and societal growth (Boggs, 2012).
In terms of the education industry, freedom is the choice to attend any college in the
world if accepted by meeting various and often strict requirements and can afford the financial
bill. Recently, school reform legislation has provided a new product to the education industry
called the school of choice, an often-championed part of free market capitalism to corporatize
schools (Baltodano, 2012). As a result, parents have welcomed the opportunity to choose where
to send their children to school, and this practice echoed parents’ desire or pressure to participate
in what reformist would consider a democratic educational system. However, society’s social
order predetermines parents who chose not to send their kids to so-called better schools as
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having chosen a fate of racial disparities within the health, education, and economic opportunity,
which does not represent a strong democracy (Barber, 1989). Neoliberalism and neocolonialism
are the hidden roots of false democracy and have been forced upon residents, parents, students,
and the education system. African Americans and other urban community residents have
witnessed this oppressive political scheme tear apart their community and have created
organizations of resistance.
Specifically, neocolonialism affects African Americans in Detroit through the idea of
colonization as a new form of colonialism that controls, occupies, and exploits the culture (or
group) economically. Authors such as Baltodano (2012), Couldry (2010), Giroux (2004), and
Harvey (2005) helped to explain the neo-ideologies and taught readers about abolishing
oppressive political powers and re-establishing communal power. Neoliberalism and
neocolonialism will be explored in-depth in Chapter 1, which describes how neoliberal political
schemes have destroyed Detroit’s democracy. Additionally, Chapter 1 defines the crisis through
the lens of Afrocentricity and focuses on the evolution of the Detroit Independent Freedom
School Movement (DIFSM). The second chapter provides the foundational facts about freedom
schools as part of the historic Civil Rights Movement and concludes with a brief history of early
activism in Detroit. Chapter 3 provides the methodology for the empirical ethnographic study, in
which I used participant observation to join the DIFSM and better understand its purpose and
participants. In the city of Detroit, a diverse group of residents fought for “[t]he fundamental
right to a basic minimum education” for every child (Turner, 2020). Chapters 4 and 5 project the
voices of the DIFSM volunteers and organizers who help to provide an understanding of the
responsibility of a community to produce socially responsible and engaged residents.
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The Crisis
The federal government and state officials decide how public resources are to be
distributed, from which schools can be open to which community gets clean drinking water.
Against the free will of Detroit, MI residents, public schools have been forced to close in
impoverished communities, predominantly Black school districts have disbanded, and
community residents in Flint and Detroit have lead in their drinking water (Hanna-Attisha,
2018). Detroit residents have responded to crises by protesting since the 1940s, organizing
community coalitions, and establishing African-centered schools (Payne, 2008). Since the
colonization of the continent of Africa and the exportation of Africans worldwide, there has been
systemic disinvestment in African American communities and institutions that support public
education (Cook, 2018). There are neoliberal and conservative differences that the United States
uses to influence the occupations, economics, politics, and cultural institutions in the Black
community. Further, Apple and Pedroni (2005) provided insight into how neoliberalism
exploited the Black community in new ways for the benefit of the wealthy and the advantage of
the impoverished.
As a predominantly African-American-populated city with a history of segregation,
discrimination, rebellion, redlining, and retaliation, I assumed Detroit’s non-Black demographic
(15%) would reside in one of the gated communities on the outskirts of Detroit. I based this
assumption on my experiences; I did not believe that White people would desire to live in Detroit
or around Blacks. My experience with segregation had been rural and solely textbook regarding
the actuality of non-gentrifying White people living and organizing as Detroiters and with people
of all ethnicities, beliefs, and backgrounds. Tom, one of the Caucasian DIFSM members, taught
me that the DIFSM included people of multiple ethnic backgrounds and was formed from
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multiple community organizations that had resisted neoliberalism in Detroit, Michigan, for
decades.
Tom. Tom believes in creating “more perfect democracy,” and he does not necessarily
grasp the need for the Afrocentric structure. However, Tom has a firm understanding of
neoliberalism by its name and the effects the global political movement has made in the city of
Detroit and elsewhere. It is critical to reflect on how neoliberalism may have impacted
volunteers to get involved within the Detroit social justice network and explore their role in the
constant struggle for education liberation. Although Tom is not Afrocentric, he was especially
interesting because he is a White male who organizes in a majority Black space.
Later in the phone interview and the official research project, Tom stated, “That was an
important start, what they call the living-learning experience in the residential college, kind of
the non-mainstream personalized liberal arts concentration.” Tom made this statement in
reference to Avram Noam Chomsky, the scholarly father of modern linguistics, who is an
important figure in political philosophy. He mentioned having had a significant learning
experience through conversations with Chomsky when tasked to be his community chauffeur to
and from the airport. Although I have heard of Chomsky from my White colleagues, none of his
work has had any significant social influence on my academic path. Tom may have been trying
to politicize me in our interview.
Tom is an average liberal White male. He fights for social justice at work, in his
community, and makes time to attend social movements such as the DIFSM, in which he
volunteers on the coordinating committee and handles the newly forming 501(c)(3) organization
with the state of Michigan so that the DIFSM can accept donations and continue to grow with
community support. However, Tom’s activism extends further; he is also seen as a founding
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member of the movement, as he was one of the main supporters of Detroiters Resisting
Emergency Management (D-REM), which I will describe later. Tom claimed that the
organization is now defunct and mostly has merged with other organizations to create the
DIFSM. His views were far outside of groupthink, but I chose to use Tom’s interview insight for
the study’s introduction for two reasons. First, this research focuses on how DIFSM members
apply Afrocentric principles in the DIFSM, which is an aspect that Tom was uncomfortable with
that may have caused him to be somewhat closed off in the initial interview. Second, Tom does
not identify himself as a community organizer; in fact, he stated he “would probably be a pretty
bad one.” I asked Tom to expound on his feelings. He recalled his first moments attending the
newly formed DIFSM and what he believed his role to be. Tom stated:
I thought my role for the first few years was to be the note-taker. That got really old, and
it also got really weird cause I realized that I wasn’t relating to the other people in the
group except as a note-taker. So, I don’t even bring a laptop anymore, and I’ve been just
fine without it. But those notes are probably a good resource.
Tom was also one of the first people I connected with within the DIFS Movement, as he
and I both had our laptops—our public armor. We often talked about the previous meetings and
minutes, which were of particular interest due to my research. I also took notes on my laptop,
although much different from Tom, who had been tasked to take minutes. I jotted field notes,
made observations, and sometimes was immersed in writing down the details of planning a
community event. I used my laptop as a defense mechanism like Tom; however, I opened myself
up to have conversations with others in the group after slowly breaking away from taking laptop
notes. Tom’s interactions with the group and his laptop quickly helped me learn about my
behaviors when interacting with the DIFSM group. Tom also taught me about organizational
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roles and identity within the DIFSM. The roles were not as straightforward as a typical
democratically structured organization.
“Being weird,” as Tom described it, or putting up your laptop defense and not engaging
with the crowd, became off-putting to the group. Tom realized that he was not connecting with
the community members and decided to learn more about the people he was working with in this
merged movement of organizations. While Tom may not have thought of himself as a
community organizer or may not have been familiar with the Afrocentric principles, he stood out
as an outlier of the group. For example, Tom is most familiar with calling out the neoliberal
crisis in the Detroit community and pointing to the effects of globalization and education. Tom
provided more information on Emergency Management in Detroit in our one-on-one interview.
He stated:
Emergency management never goes away. It was the method for creating the neoliberal
cage that we are imprisoned in. It set the parameters for the governor. There is very
limited things you can do ’cause everything’s been privatized. Everything’s been
monetized; everything has been deregulated. There is a mindset, a dogma doctrine of
neoliberalism that is embedded in the DNA of government.
I had attended meetings when Tom mentioned neoliberalism, and the rest of the group
stared in a silent misunderstanding, much like Tom has stared blankly, perhaps misunderstanding
the Afrocentric values that guide the DIFSM because they were not guiding principles in his
previous D-REM group of resisters. Both topics are critical in answering the research questions:
What are Detroiters doing to resist neoliberalism in Detroit? What is Detroit doing to resist
emergency management, school takeovers, and school closures? I was unfamiliar with
Emergency Management; therefore, the research questions were modified to, “What are
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Detroiters doing to resist, organize, and educate their residents?” Tom asserted that Detroiters
were resisting. I also learned that the people of Detroit are aware of what is happening and can
recognize it; however, they may not be avid about the jargon of neoliberalism. To find out what
Detroiters are doing to organize for education, I determined it may be eminent to briefly explain
why and how people in communities organize.
Community groups can adopt different types of organizing. One such type involves
organizing on a global scale, attempting to make change across the world (e.g., Greta Thunberg,
the young climate change activist from Stockholm, Sweden). Tom mentioned Greta in our
interview while attempting to make the connection between youth and the DIFS Movement’s
need to organize for social and political justice. He stated, “Before Capitalism got its act
together and marketized everything, privatized everything, and neoliberalized everything, there
was a space to become a little different. You know, and still survive.” The privatization market
also helped create different political and social groups fighting for freedom separately with
different and similar agendas, with new organizing, building on previous socio-political
movements.
Another type of organizing occurs on a national level, much like the Civil Rights, Black
Power, and Black Lives Matter movements. Each movement will be explained in the literature
review (Chapter 2) and the glossary (
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Appendix A: Glossary). Also, there is local level organizing, where residents resist
globalization, majority rule, racism, the loss of community control, and protest problems that
affect their daily lives (Shiller, 2013). Further, young people have stepped up to create the
changes they want to see in their community. In our first interview, Tom stated:
It’s really a different time now; we’re up against it. My generation screwed it up, ya
know. I don’t know that we can presume to give [young people] advice about the
movement because they seem to know better than I do. I just put [young people] in touch
with the younger leaders because they can relate better to them. Now that it is time for
the young people to take over the movements, previous barriers of race, gender, and class
are blurred in the new movement to resist neoliberal politics.
Neoliberalism in Detroit: The Nucleus of the Crisis
In 2017, students from five Detroit Public Schools filed a lawsuit against the state of
Michigan that demanded the state be accountable for the primary education of Detroit children,
as its Emergency Management Administration had failed to provide students with the basic skill
of literacy (Turner, 2020). Under the rule of Emergency Management, impoverished
communities are in a crisis. Notably, residents have fought alienation and privatization of public
institutions such as libraries, museums, and K-12 schools (Baltodano, 2012; Harvey, 2005;
Lipman, 2013). Economic liberalism and free-market capitalism may be good for impoverished
communities. However, this alternative type of economic liberalization hurts low-income
communities by increasingly allowing the privatization of public markets, deregulation of laws
meant to protect the most vulnerable, and the reduction of government spending to increase the
need for privatized business (Harvey, 2005; Henderson & Hursh, 2014; Lipman, 2013). Even
before the resurgence of neoliberalism by Margaret Thatcher in the 1980s, African Americans in
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Detroit and other Black communities across the United States experienced neoliberalism as overt
racism, white supremacist oppression, political disfranchisement, hiring discrimination, and the
strategic dismantling of public education (Couldry, 2010).
For decades, racism in the context of democracy has consistently been demonstrated
through segregation and unequal funding of public schools, and the blatant disenfranchisement
of African Americans. The segregation among Detroit Public Schools and its Metro Detroit
suburban counterparts represents the dominant neo-democratic political and economic ideals that
uphold neoliberal principles and cultural segregation in the United States. In Detroit,
neoliberalism helped to undermine identity and racial justice by teaching society to hold
residents personally responsible for their investment in education and well-being. Moreover,
neoliberalism has destabilized public institutions that were led by empowered local community
members. The political concept of newfound freedom has busted employment unions, enabled
school siphoning of students, and closed over 200 public schools in the City of Detroit. The
premise of neoliberalism was to open the economy to a more competitive free trade arena, which
in the education industry shut down so-called underperforming schools, resulting in a false
democracy. This direct undermining of public education has caused Detroiters to resist the
practice of emergency management in their community, which has taken away control from the
residents, the Detroit Public School Board, and Detroit’s City Council. The problems with
neoliberalism have moved urban communities, including Detroit, to challenge the traditional
ways of elite, state, and corporate power.
Resisting Neoliberalism
One may question why people in different communities feel the need to organize. On the
issue of education, White communities organized, protested, and even closed public schools to
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prevent their school boards from complying with the federal desegregation orders. Over time,
White resistance was the countermovement to the Civil Rights Movement of equality and
desegregation. However, it has resulted in more segregated communities and schools, and has
left African Americans and other poor communities disfranchised (Lipman, 2013). One of the
most devastating effects of the White Resistance Movement is the legal right to opt-out, the
ability for taxpayers to prevent their tax dollars from supporting the public schools. With fewer
tax dollars and economic disfranchisement among the Black community, White communities
created private and faith-based schools funded by private funds and individualized tuition. As
Whites further distanced themselves from the inner city and public-school problems, the crisis
for public schools and the right to a basic education suddenly became a Black-centered issue
(Sugrue, 2005). Counter movements to mounting White supremacist legislation were in effect
immediately, as some Black communities began to reject the failures of the Civil Rights Era and
sought to start a new era of Black empowerment. However, a diverse group of people continued
to fight for literacy education for all. Detroiters Resisting Emergency Management (DREM) was
established and dedicated to upholding students’ constitutional right to education and literacy
while legally addressing discrimination, segregation, and unequal funding structures that have
severely impacted Detroit public schools for decades (Sugrue, 2005). Although community
activists and educators’ concerns impact politics and legislation for educational equality in the
United States, Detroit Public Schools continue to fight the same battles for educational equality
and fundamental human rights.
Emergency Management
Michigan Governor John Engler dismissed the duly elected Detroit Public School Board
in 1999 and replaced local community control with a state-appointed emergency manager (EM).

11
Governor Engler charged the EM with obliging the city of Detroit to cooperate with state power.
While greed and malfeasance already plagued DPS, emergency managers further exploited the
deficit with the slash and burn tactics. Hundreds of schools were closed, and the remaining
school buildings were either converted into charter schools, sold, or abandoned. Many parents
enacted their right to a school of choice, which sent their children to a neighboring school, taking
the federal allotted tax dollars per child (Ravitch, 2005). Ravitch (2005) also detailed in her
Detroit News article that it was no secret from 2003 to 2015, that student achievement in
Michigan sunk across the board, in all ethnic groups. Eighty percent of Michigan charter schools
performed worse in student achievement than the Michigan public school districts (Ravitch,
2005).
To further diminish the lack of a strong democracy, the current and future of the Detroit
Public School Board rely on appointments made by the Governor of Michigan and Mayor of
Detroit, not the residents and parents of Detroit children in public schools. Detroit residents
responded to the government’s neglectful decision-making on free market education, and the
neoliberal change in policies enabled further cultural gaps in academic achievement, vocational
opportunities, and civic responsibility (Ravitch, 2005; Cook, 2013).
Additionally, many corporations and billionaires support for-profit charter schools and
help push the fallacy that the wealthy and affluent can govern schooling better than community
parents and locally elected school board members. This became publicly evident with President
Donald Trump’s appointment of Michigan Billionaire Betsy Devos as the United States Secretary
of Education. However, for-profit and not-for-profit charter schools have not improved
children’s education or school scores (Baltodano, 2012; Ravitch, 2017). Nearly a dozen
emergency managers of the Detroit Public Schools left behind 17 years of governmental
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destruction. From disorganized curricula to sporadic class schedules and sudden administrative
changes, emergency managers have robbed Detroit children. Moreover, several generations
suffered from not receiving an equal or quality education (DIFS, 2016; Ravitch, 2017; Sugrue,
2005). As a result, many teachers, students, and organizations have protested the extreme
conditions of the public schools and the emergency management of the city of Detroit.
Detroit Summer
The 1960s and 1970s brought about a new generation of young people, many adults
blamed to be part of Detroit’s problems. Boggs and Kurashige (2012) depict how many of these
children had participated in the Mississippi Freedom Schools during the Civil Rights Movement
and had come back to Detroit to ask the same questions of their home community: How can we
imagine a safer community? How can we reorganize education?
Like Mississippi Summer, Detroit Summer emerged out of efforts to engage Detroit
children in community-building activities and get them out of isolating classrooms (Boggs &
Kurashige, 2012). In June of 1992, Detroit Summer became a collaborative reality of ongoing
community programming of over 15 years. Organizers created a new kind of organization that
empowered youth to express themselves in their interests and engage them in a critical dialogue
about political and social issues that impact them and their community.
Since the rebellions of 1967, Detroit has suffered from blocks of blighted houses and
abandoned fields of overgrown weeds and tall grass. From my own research experiences in
Detroit, I have seen physical barriers that would connect neighboring suburban communities to
the City, therefore limiting Detroiters’ access to multiple resources that border the urban city
such as closer grocery stores, parks or neighboring schools. Over decades, the city of Detroit
encountered drastic leadership changes, including the tenure of Mayors Dennis Archer, Coleman
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A. Young, and Kwame Kilpatrick, all famous in their respects for their administration of the City
of Detroit during each respective time. Within 40 years, Detroit had gained casinos and an
elaborate downtown commercial plan, while at the same time, small neighborhoods crumbled
from disinvestment and corruption, which all contributed to the city’s financial troubles (Sugrue,
2005). This disinvestment in neighborhoods set the stage for the state of Michigan to declare
emergency management over its public school system in 1999. Politicians attempted to solve the
city’s economic and social problems with increased technology and capitalism, thinking those
investments would provide stable jobs for people to work. Consequently, the Detroit community
was left out of the government’s decision-making and began to focus on the spiritual needs of
human development, the need to belong to a community, and the members depended on one
another rather than large corporations or the government for long-term stability (Boggs, 2011).
Author and activist James Boggs (2011) claimed that to be human is to belong to a
community of different people of varying ages and interests who have grown to depend on each
other. This concept is also known as interdependence, which according to Merriam-Webster
(2020) means being mutually responsible to a community and dependent on others by
participating in a network of relationships to support each other. Instead of this concept of
human behavior, governments force society to adhere to masses of people rather than individual
people, consumers of possessions, and life’s problem solvers. In this same concept, education
has become more about increasing the masses of student populations with degrees and skills that
only fit within the current capitalistic system, rather than adequately training matriculating
students for sustaining humanity and success in creating a strong democracy (Barber, 1989). For
nearly 20 years, Detroit has become a city of dependence rather than an interdependent
community. The Boggs’ created Detroit Summer to resist blaming the government for its

14
decision-making and instead focus on the human capacity of Detroit residents. While the
community education program (Detroit Summer) produced civically empowered students and
community activists, the city of Detroit crumbled under the effects of pathological decisionmaking that tried to keep up with the system of capitalism.
In the summer of 2013, the city of Detroit filed for bankruptcy in federal court after
decades of disinvestment into the aging infrastructure, depopulation, financial mismanagement
by city and county officials, political marginalization, and redlined segregation (Sugrue, 2005).
The Detroit Public Library shut down many of its remote branches in communities across the
city, as many of its district buildings suffered from deterioration. Unemployment in Detroit
peaked at around 25% in 2009, and the median household income was a mere $27,862 (Sugrue,
2005). More recently, in 2018, the unemployment rate in Michigan rose to 38%, which is 6%
higher than the national unemployment average in the United States. While nearly 36% of the
Detroit population lived below the federal poverty line when the city was compounding its
economic woes with a massive foreclosure crisis, currently 31.5% of Michigan African
Americans live below the poverty line compared to 25% of all African Americans in the United
States. The market value of the property in Detroit plummeted, causing Detroit’s economic and
housing market to collapse. White flight and Black flight played a significant role. Sugrue
(2005) discussed the White flight and Black flight as people with little more money who moved
away from the city. However, Sugrue (2005) also explained that many residents in poverty
remained because they could not afford to move outside of Detroit’s redlined community
barriers.
Nationally, there have been 69 municipalities that have filed for bankruptcy since 2010,
yet Detroit is the largest city ever to file Chapter 9 Bankruptcy. Other cities that filed local

15
government bankruptcy with cases that were not dismissed include San Bernardino and
Stockton, California, Jefferson County, Alabama, and Central Falls, Rhode Island (Governing,
2019). Furthermore, Michigan’s unemployment rate is 6% higher than the national average at
37.6%. 29% of people in Michigan do not have a high school diploma, much like 26.4% of all
Americans. However, according to American FactFinder, African Americans (31.5%) and Native
Americans (27%) are the highest populations living below the poverty level in Michigan among
all ethnicities. Nationally, African Americans represent 25.2% of all Americans living below the
federal poverty level, putting the culture first, and second is the Native American neighbors
(Cook, 2015). Cook (2015) also stated that the lack of high school completion and living below
the federal poverty level have significantly impacted the African American communities in
Michigan and across the United States. Continuing to pursue education solely for capitalistic job
attainment defeats the communal needs and purpose for interdependence. Moreover, it creates a
crisis of poverty, low educational attainment, and low citizen participation (Barber, 1989;
Bennett, 2012).
This crisis dates to the rise of industrialization in the United States and the significant city
migration of the 1940s that brought many African Americans and others to Detroit to seek
employment opportunities. James Boggs (2011) reported:
When we talk about the system, we are talking about capitalism. Let us not be afraid to
say it. Moreover, when we talk about capitalism, we are talking about the system that has
created the situation that Blacks are in today! Let us be clear about that, too. Black
underdevelopment is a product of capitalist development. Black America is
underdeveloped today because of capitalist semi-colonialism, just as Africa, Asia, and
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Latin America are underdeveloped today because of capitalist colonialism (Boggs,
2011).
The stream of social movements in the United States began in Detroit and set the tone for the
following Civil Rights protests. In 1936, the Detroit Civil Rights Committee (DCRC) began
organizing for the labor movement, along with the National Negro Congress (Bates, 2003).
Detroiters campaigned in 1941 against oppression overseas and the United States and formed
many grassroots community organizations to challenge global, corporate, and political powers
(DeCuir-Gunby, et al. 2012). Workers held work stoppages to demonstrate the need to hire
African American men and women in the auto and defense industries. Many African Americans
rejected the authoritarianism of Henry Ford, who was the single largest employer of African
American workers in Detroit. Yet, many also accepted his segregated communities for an
opportunity to work and escape their crowded migration conditions (Sugrue, 2005). The protests
in Detroit were part of national protests, which led to the march on Washington, set the tone for a
string of civil rights protests across the country, and eventually led to the launch of the nationwide Civil Rights Movement (Bates, 2003).
Northern racism and oppression existed more covertly than in the South, where Blacks
dealt with the public lynching of African Americans and the terrifying reality of Jim Crow laws.
Southern experiences were quite paradoxical to the Northern issues of fighting for the right to
work and live in any neighborhood or join a professional organization (DuBois, 1932). As a
result, civil rights protests sprang up in African American communities around the country.
James and Grace Lee Boggs
This radical community unfolds like any urban community. Specifically, in Detroit,
Michigan, perfectly lined trees and brick borders mark the community borders to heavily
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guarded and fenced off White suburban communities, while directly across the street stand
boarded-up buildings and dilapidated, abandoned homes. During the 1970s, Detroit radical
activist Grace Lee Boggs began a sociopolitical mission to move the Black community forward
from factionalized Black Nationalism and Marxism and away from violence in the Detroit
neighborhoods (Boggs & Kurashige, 2012; Sugrue, 2005). In response to the sectionalized
schools of thought within the Black community and the imposed segregation from White society,
Boggs envisioned a Detroit utopia of urban farms once saying to the community, “We cannot
free ourselves until we feed ourselves” (Boggs & Kurashige, 2012, p. 116), a quote often used
during the Black Power Era. Detroit declined from being a booming industrial city to a city of
despair, with abandoned houses and vacant lots to decorate its formerly overcrowded spaces.
Although the city still has de facto segregated schools and unequally funded school districts,
Boggs and Kurashige (2012) asserted that there is still hope for many African American residents
who choose to stay in their communities and create the education system of their choice. Boggs
and Kurashige (2012) noted:
With the end of the empire, we are coming to an end of the epoch of rights. We have
entered the epoch of responsibilities, which requires new, more socially minded human
beings and new, more participatory, and place-based concepts of residentship and
democracy.
Today, there are still conservative and liberal factions within the African American community
and the increasing gap between the affluent middle-class and the impoverished working-class.
Some African Americans have opted for national projects such as Teach for America, the Bob
Moses Algebra Project, and the Knowledge is Power Program (Payne & Strickland, 2008).
Many African Americans use multiple methods to achieve educational justice, as they see
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education as balancing the uneven pathways to success. Detroit radicals James and Grace Lee
Boggs have begun the groundwork toward the Next American Revolution. The couple wrote,
A revolution begins with projecting the notion of a more human, human being, i.e., a
human being who is more advanced in the specific qualities which only human beings
have—creativity, consciousness, and self-consciousness, a sense of political and social
responsibility. (Boggs & Boggs, 1974, p. 19)
The Detroit Independent Freedom School Movement (DIFSM, 2016) provided the space for
community members to organize a revolution among a collective of residents who want to stand
against further oppression and exploitation of Detroit’s school children.
The Detroit Independent Freedom Schools Movement
The DIFSM was established out of the need for positive educational activities for
children of the dismantled Detroit Public School (DPS) system. It developed from many
grassroots community organizations and community members who responded to the crisis
created by decades of injustice against African Americans seeking quality education in the
United States. Freedom schooling is not a new concept; the term began in the Civil Rights Era
of the 1950s and 1960s to provide the educational opportunities that were not produced by the
traditional school systems (Payne, 2007).
Local literature from James and Grace Lee Boggs helped paint the picture of resistance
and organizing activism in Detroit and set the foundations for The Detroit Independent Freedom
School Movement (Boggs & Boggs, 1974), which is a collective community organizing action
group in the city of Detroit, Michigan. The DIFS Movement is rooted in the community
organizing tradition of the Civil Rights Movement and has evolved into various forms of
resistance and organized multiple Afrocentric educational developments in Detroit, Michigan.

19
DIFS evolved as a call to mobilize and organize positive educational experiences for Detroit
children. After decades of appointed emergency managers of the Detroit Public Schools (DPS),
immense debt and corruption have made it impossible for Detroit’s children to receive an equal
and quality education. DIFS has responded with ingenuity and community self-determination to
create Afrocentric community education classes for Detroit’s children and has expanded to
include adults.
The DIFSM acknowledged this unfortunate trend in the Detroit Public Schools, and DIFS
set its vision to resolve the destruction that may have occurred from the dismantled Detroit
Public Schools by shifting youth to an engaging cultural community to affirm, repair, and
energize Detroit. The Detroit Independent Freedom Schools Movement (2016) also
acknowledged in an informational pamphlet the incorporation of Afrocentric methods and
principles applied to the learning activities offered by the Movement. Afrocentric experts have
claimed that these culturally relevant methods have proven many times to support the selfesteem and intellectual development of African American children (Rickford, 2016; Payne,
2008). This research project neither proved nor disproved Afrocentric methods; instead, it
explored the methods being enacted by organizers and the extent. Chapter two explores the
history of freedom schools and the need for an African American educational curriculum. In the
spirit of the historic Civil Rights Movement, The Detroit Independent Freedom School
Movement (DIFSM) has resisted the impacts of neoliberalism through Afrocentric community
education and has organized freedom schools at various independent institutions in Detroit.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Facts: Freedom Schools
One of the most remarkable and progressive forms of resistance comes from the Student
Non-violent Coordinating Committee’s (SNCC) Citizen Education Programs to create the
Mississippi Freedom Schools. Freedom schools encompassed perspectives on teaching and
learning from independent institutions and disenfranchised people who have organized to
respond to the needs of the community. Black Women such as Ella Baker and Septima Clark
began schools that were instrumental in organizing to advance quality education for African
Americans. Residentship schools helped to improve literacy skills, and Freedom Schools helped
to improve civic knowledge and expanded problem-solving abilities among Black and White
youth. Song and prayer opened each Freedom School session, followed by open discussions of
common problems students face in their communities (Ransby, 2003).
Adult literacy and residentship were also main topics of the Civil Rights Movement
Freedom Schools, as many African Americans desired to learn enough to be self-sufficient and
vote (Payne, 2007). With the new teachings of these community education courses, the Southern
Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) developed new literary and politically conscious
communities of African Americans across the South. These alternative forms of learning were
eye awakening for many students, according to Payne and Strickland (2008), who described the
schools as “paradigmatic” and claimed that “one of the enduring themes of education for
liberation is its tendency to encourage people to play roles that they would ordinarily be
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prevented ... from playing” (p. 3). Further, the youth had the opportunity to challenge hierarchies
of race, gender, and social class in these community classes; when they completed training, they
often acted like entirely new people. Community organizers developed their political education
courses around the country and named them Freedom Schools. Such was the case in Savannah,
Georgia, where an adult Freedom School was established at the Independent Christian Lodge by
Ms. Dorothy Boles. Other community organizers of the early Freedom School Movement were
Charlie Cobb and Myles Horton. They collaborated with Clark to teach adult literacy and later
launched a residentship class in South Carolina. These community classes focused on training
youth in basic literacy and political education (Payne & Strickland, 2008).
Using the class in South Carolina as a model, Cobb proposed the Residentship Schools to
“remedy the tragic educational disparities and develop a new generation of activists” in the
creation of the Freedom Schools (Payne & Strickland, 2008, p. 17). By the summer of 1964,
Freedom Schools had become a series of voluntary and independent schools throughout the
South. They organized to empower the youth and adults and to challenge the legislation of the
country. Freedom Schools supplemented the deficient curriculum provided to Black youth at
their schools and offered more rigorous and culturally relevant content. At the same time, White
college-age youth from the North trained in nonviolent philosophy and the ideals of social
justice. This collaboration of young populations inspired a new idea of social justice training
called Freedom Summer (Boggs & Kurashige, 2012).
Freedom Summer was initially a controversial idea, as it supported the idea of outsiders
(Whites and northerners) coming to Mississippi for social-political training. However, the idea
connected White allies with the Black Movement for a dynamic service-learning experience. For
Freedom Summer, the courses focused on teaching students their rights and political power in
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voting while simultaneously providing a space where people could also read, write, and cipher
with one another (Payne & Strickland, 2008). Moreover, Freedom Summer provided an
emancipatory experience, one intended to be transformative and shatter traditional roles and
definitions that restricted a strong democracy and freedom. Its curriculum helped to defy the
hidden curriculum in public schools. The hidden curriculum is not in the curriculum; it is what
students pick up on at school.
Moreover, it involves paying attention to the social cues and the importance of doing the
activities (Rickford, 2016). For example, African American students may not do well in their
History class because it whitewashes over the existence of African Americans other than as
slaves. Students pick up on the social context that the United States (or at least that teacher or
textbook is racist). Essentially, students can conclude that their ancestors are not portrayed
positively, thus may lose interest in learning about history (Payne, 2007).
The Need for an African American Curriculum
Freedom Schools of the Civil Rights Movement included sessions on African history and
self-esteem and the Black Power movement that followed in the 1970s. An Afrocentric
curriculum was vital in the Freedom Schools’ foundation and lessons on community organizing.
Payne (2007) stated, “The [freedom] schools offer [an] example of the developmental aspects of
the community organizing tradition” (p. 301). Additionally, Freedom Schools operate in
informal and independent spaces, which provide community education across age, race, and
class borders. According to Payne and Strickland (2008), “organizing means helping others
develop their potentials, and participatory social forms are a key part of that process” (p. 84).
Community organizing has always been a broad aspect of the social and political movements
within the African American communities across the United States. The many social and
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political movements before the Civil Rights Movement include the Harlem Renaissance, the
Black Pride Movement, Harlem Radicals/Black Socialists and the Workers Educational Project
(WEP).
Freedom Schools also were born out of the WEP. The idea of Freedom Schools in urban
communities like Detroit created spaces of equality for people to come together to discuss
racism, segregation, and community issues. As Freedom Schools evolved, the curriculum
developed into a three-part structure: (a) academic instruction (reading, writing, and math), (b)
residentship curriculum (training people to be active agents in society), and (c) recreational
activity and artistic skill development (Payne & Strickland, 2008). The study of African/African
American history was necessary and prompted one Freedom Schools coordinator, Staughton
Lynd, to create the Guide to Negro History as part of the standard Freedom Schools curriculum.
The Freedom Schools curriculum also encouraged a student-centered pedagogical approach to
political education, encouraging students to participate and get involved in their communities. A
student-centered pedagogical approach puts the needs of the students first within the curriculum;
the students learn useful information from their perspective as opposed to a teacher-centered or
administration-centered approach. With this student-centered approach to education, students
could better construct meaning from their experiences and reshape their world based on their
reality. At the end of the program, Freedom Summer achieved the goal of creating a new
generation of accomplished civil rights leaders and Freedom Schools that helped sharpen
students’ unique abilities. Many past students have taken leadership positions in the Civil Rights
Movement or helped start new organizations and programs in the movements of the following
decades.
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The success of the Freedom Schools is paradigmatic since the schools endure themes of
self-determination, education for liberation, and hierarchal rebelliousness as students and
organizers of the Freedom Schools took on roles that society would typically have prevented.
Students could develop a sense of self-worth, confidence, and sensitivity toward others with
competent, logical thinking. According to Payne and Strickland (2008), three main factors
contributed to the success of the Freedom Schools: (a) focusing on overcoming illiteracy in the
Black community, (b) a culturally relevant pedagogy that engaged the students, and (c) a
political, pedagogical approach to the acquisition of knowledge to overcome racism. However,
many of the Freedom Schools projects were short-lived, but the movement inspired future
movements.
Afrocentric and Independent Education
Over the decades, a recurring theme has occurred in the history of liberation education.
Educators sought to expose youth to things outside of their inner-city box. One organization that
adopted this concept was the Black Panther Party for Self Defense (The Party), which was born
in the 1970s. Payne and Strickland (2008) inform us that the organization is specified differently
from the future spin-off known as the Black Panther Party (BPP), which dropped the “for selfdefense” portion of their name to focus more on community education efforts rather than selfdefense. The 1970s provided an opportunity for a “New Civil Rights Movement,” made up of
the organizers and alumni of the first Freedom Schools, however, now with a more radical
change than before (Payne & Strickland, 2008). As more organizations arose to lead the African
American community into an independent era of revolution and rebuilding without White allies,
the party took on new protests, radical nationalism and provided an opportunity for activists to
practice what they preached. The 1970s brought about new social transformation and new forms
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of community education. Members of organizations of the 1960s, such as SNCC and SCLC,
also carried over into the 1970s with a newly embraced open-minded pedagogy and others with a
more revolutionary philosophy (Rickford, 2016). This transformative moment in the Black
community created an environment for Afrocentric education.
Hopson, et.al (2010) described Afrocentric education (ACE) as an evolutionary project
“informed by the 500-year history of the unrelenting struggle of Africans in the Americas to
recover and reconnect with the best of our African intellectual and cultural heritage” (p. 778).
With the exclusion of Black history in America’s school system curriculum, Black community
leaders created ACE to increase ethnic identity and self-esteem among Black children (Lewis et
al., 2012). Initial pioneers of Afrocentric education include Carter G. Woodson (1875–1950),
Marcus Garvey (1887–1940), and Elijah Muhammad (1897–1975), among many others who
contributed a valuable and unique perspective for Black educational studies (Woodson, 1933).
Each scholar focused on teaching youth about oppression, ethnic identity and giving them a
sense of purpose to life after school that is valuable in their cultural communities. These leaders,
amongst various organizations, took control of their children’s past, present, and future with the
establishment of Afrocentric Education and provided Black children with a quality education
(Rickford, 2016).
Byndloss (2001) described how Milwaukee, Wisconsin required teachers at its
Afrocentric schools to obtain graduate credits in African American studies to create a robust
curriculum that developed its students. A quality curriculum in Afrocentric education should
have a few identifiers along with dedicated faculty to implement and engage involvement. First,
African American studies classes and programs must explicate the history of Blacks, promote the
ideology of cultural nationalism, and serve as instruments for political and social change.

26
Second, the African American Studies curriculum should extinguish the myth of acceptance of
the submissive beating of Blacks. Next, Black studies curriculum should set out to document
collective self-help practicalities that exist for Black progress. Finally, African American studies
curriculum should aim to absolve the negative reflection of Black people in society by showing
how Pan-African people have helped to construct experiences in history and the future (Asante,
2011).
Afrocentric schools provide young Black children with nourishing social values,
abundant academic skills, and high self-esteem while doing so in a holistic system of teaching
and learning (Hopson et al., 2010). Piert (2013) states that the Afrocentric curriculum at
Independent Black Institutions (IBIs) often involves parents and the community to restructure the
present situation of Black education. Social mobility is especially important to African
Americans now as it was in the mid-1800s, as the status of Black education and residentship has
come a long way. Yet, there is much more room to improve for equality and justice to prevail.
Hopson et al. (2010) asserted that through standing on the shoulders of Black studies, leaders and
scholars could look to their past to understand the present and create the future.
The Black Power Movement spawned new concepts and approaches to African American
teaching and learning in which the Black Panther Party continued and initiated the Oakland
Community School during the 1970s (Jones, 2018). These schools were primarily Afrocentric in
philosophy. Many organizers of Afrocentric schools agreed to construct residentship as a
cultural concept for African Americans. Independent Black Institutions offered a school of choice
for Black children, yet also posed challenges for parents because not all youth could attend the
schools because of the tuition costs. By allowing charter schools to operate, Afrocentric schools
could offer their specialized curriculum to the community free of charge. However, their
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existence depended upon a chartering organization, which is typically not a Black institution
(Piert, 2013), and therefore was not sufficiently independent. Afrocentric schools often faced
criticism from public schools and potential chartering organizations that stated that their
existence contributed to school segregation, and they intensified the racial isolation of students
(Hopson et al., 2010). However, public schools continually have ignored the positive cultural
values of the Black community and fail to help African American youth identify with successful
Black figures throughout history.
Black leaders and the community realized the consistent struggle for equal resources in
schools, which left them frustrated at the political reality of desegregation attempts and lack of
improvement of urban schools (Byndloss, 2001). Additionally, at public schools, “Black
children experience segregation and white resistance to quality education” (Byndloss, 2001, p.
14) through White flight, tracking systems, and school closures. Massive resistance from White
communities prevented integration and provided Black children an equal education. Hence, the
community decided to take control and offer an Afrocentric school and curriculum that would
provide the Black community a sense of pride in being separated by ethnicity. Byndloss (2001)
explained that reform is not solely an educational issue but one that is “grounded in and shaped
by historical, social, and political contexts” (p. 86). While ACE provides an excellent benefit for
African American children, there are still many financial challenges that ACE and public schools
face that a social and political redistribution of power would drastically change. The problems
that plague education may also take root in the capitalistic economic system.
As the formal school system was never made for consciousness or liberation, to place an
Afrocentric curriculum within it may be restrictive and always subject to administrative
objection. The purpose of obtaining an Afrocentric education, as opposed to a Eurocentric
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education, enables learners to dispel the web of lies created by European science hegemony and
replace it with the truth of African history (Mazama, 2001). Another problem with reclaiming
our consciousness comes at the academic level. Not all Blacks agree with or are aware of critical
race theory or Afrocentric theory. Of those aware, it is difficult to abandon the colonized
education which positions us in Western society. Boggs and Boggs (1974) remind community
members that until we change the way they live and labor in society, we cannot effectively
change their schools or sustain their communities. Change must come from the innovation from
within each local community and member.
Detroit Organizing
During the 1970s—1980s, some Whites attended public schools due to the invention of
the middle-class. However, African American communities had been devastated by poverty,
crime, drugs, and the lack of significant tax dollars to support public institutions (Anderson,
1988). Nevertheless, White suburban communities flourished due to the legal loopholes of
power they used to create barriers between themselves and the Black community, such as
redlining, illegal hiring practices, White flight, and the opt-out plans that Whites advocated
across all-White neighborhoods in the country (Sugrue, 2005). With the new middle-class
population and suburbanization also came the creation of the Black middle-class and Bourgeois
Black Nationalism, which according to Rickford (2016), “equated private accumulation with
group progress and hailed the elimination of all barriers to individual African American
advancement” (p. 11). Bourgeois Black nationalism did not seek to transform the social and
political relations of society. Instead, its members became distant from the grassroots struggles
and everyday challenges of poor Black people.
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Moreover, their strategies gave rise to an assimilationist logic that claims Blacks would
be equal if they achieved greatness in the capitalistic economy (Rickford, 2016; Payne 2007). As
bourgeois Blacks acquired more wealth and income, they also fled the urban centers searching
for better schools in an assimilated culture. Like the destruction to the Black communities that
occurred from the White flight, communities continued to crumble as educated Black residents
left the urban center in search of something better, instead of creating that something better for
the masses of the community. Arguably, the affluent and educated bourgeois Black class chose
to leave behind the unassimilated masses of African Americans in what Sugrue (2005) calls
Black flight.
Summary of Literature
After 150 years or more of fighting for a quality education via the means of the
government providing funding or intervention and community control against massive political
resistance and struggling to survive economically in the interposed capitalistic systems of
America, African Americans should act based on what they feel is best for them and their
communities. Some African Americans may continue to seek charter schooling and private
schools, taking advantage of the school vouchers and choice programs, believing that their child
will get the best education and training to participate in society. Alternatively, some people may
choose to continue to fix public schools and repeatedly adopt new reform methods. Some
residents may choose to stay in the community and decide to create independent schools to solve
the education crisis. Regardless of what African Americans choose to do in their communities or
how they choose to receive education, it is evident that many White people still do not want to go
to school with Black people. As such, many Blacks no longer wish to force integration. Boggs’
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movement promotes awareness that Blacks are not victims of the struggle; rather, each individual
is a part of the solution. This realization will allow movement to a healthier democratic society.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
Chapter 3 provides the research methodology that includes the design, methods, and data
analysis procedures. Chapters 1 and 2 provided a historical background on the educational crises
that positioned African American communities in an economic and educational dilemma. This
study explored the multi-level effects of neoliberalism and colonization within one African
American community in Michigan. Due to the nature of the multiple problems and questions I
encountered in this research, I chose to conduct an embedded case study of the DIFS Movement.
An embedded case study relies on multiple sources of data to add depth and description to the
research from various sources.
According to Scholz and Tietje (2002), embedded case study inquiry and analysis should
focus on six major areas called the five Ps and one T: Problems, People, Processes, Products,
Places, and Time Management. This form of inquiry was most appropriate for this type of study
that allowed me to explore multiple “sub-units” (Scholz and Tietje, 2002) within the DIFS
Movement. I have embedded stories about how volunteers participated, the processes evoked by
the Movement leaders, places that have adopted Freedom Schools to take place at their site, and
the way the DIFS group managed their time to be a part of today’s civil rights movement.
Although this social-political movement is multifaceted, I learned to understand multiple
problems, process multiple methods, and adapt to various places and products created within the
DIFSM model. This research explored the evolution and sustenance of a new socio-political
movement and highlighted educators and organizers using an Afrocentric methodology to create
meaningful community education practices.
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Methods
The DIFS Movement agreed for me to function in the role of Archivist and allowed me to
participate in their community organizing movement as a researcher from Eastern Michigan
University. Once I had secured the community’s trust in my position in the movement, I began
creating my research process. I ensured that I had obtained all the proper permissions from the
University Institutional Research Board and the group and individuals under study. One activity
I provided as the group’s Archivist was educational PowerPoints and graphs that helped educate
other group members about Afrocentricity, neoliberalism, and even Kwanzaa. I will present
these public awareness projects as tables and figures throughout the research, such as is shown in
Appendix B: Chronology and Timeline of African American Educational Events, Afrocentric
Fact #1: Umoja—Unity, This brings us to discuss Afrocentric fact #2: Kujichagulia, and
Additionally, the Afrocentric fact #3: Nia—Purpose.
I created a written consent for the Detroit Independent Freedom School Movement
Advisory Board to review, which asked for permission to conduct an ethnographic research
project that included participant observation with myself as the researcher (see Appendix C:
Organization Consent to Research Site). I was sure to “name-drop” my key participant and
mentor, Dr. Gloria House, known in the Afrocentric Community as Mama Aneb Kgosietsile. I
met Mama Aneb over 12 years ago in my hometown of Idlewild, Michigan, where I served as a
research assistant to her Idlewild Oral History Project. This point gave me high credibility to the
DIFSM committee members and set me up in the perfect position to get to know each member
who wanted to be a part of this research. The DIFSM Advisory Committee met with me and
approved my request to document their efforts towards a socio-political movement, built on the
shoulders of many protests and rebellions in Detroit since the 1940s.
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Ethnographic Immersion: Three Months
Whenever possible, I attended DIFSM meetings, events, programs, and activities
facilitated by the organizing group. Sometimes, I was notified on short notice, or my personal
life interfered with sporadic events, but overall, I attended as many meetings and public spaces
as possible to learn about this social movement from the perspective of the people involved. In
my initial exploration of places that DIFS held activities, I observed more than people who could
participate, but a culture in which I was free to participate. It was significantly different from the
classist segregation I experienced in my bourgeoisie impoverished neighborhood of Idlewild.
The Detroit Freedom Schools Movement welcomed all people, regardless of their assumed status
of poverty, affluence, ability, ethnicity, or level of education. While I was usually a social
butterfly at new places and eager to meet new people, I sat back at my first few meetings to
observe the flow of the scenery. I found refuge next to a White man with a computer, whom I sat
next to almost every meeting until I got to know other people. His name was Tom, and we both
took notes on our computers. He took meeting minutes and detailed transactions while I typed
field notes, observations, and names of people who could be good candidates for my research.
After organizing details of what I had learned in the first few weeks of my immersion
experience, I was able to seek participants who could contribute to the movement’s evolutions
around resistance, education, and human rights. I sought 12 voluntary participants from DIFS
meetings, events, programs, and activities. They were selected due to my constant encounters
and interaction with them while in the DIFSM. I provided informed consent and confidentiality
agreements to interested voluntary participants. Those who contacted me to participate and
returned the signed agreements were included in this study and are referred to as volunteer
participants. DIFMS members who participated in the movement as a natural occurrence but did
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not agree to participate in this study are referred to as general DIFS members or by their DIFS
title, if applicable, but never by their first or last names. The DIFSM Advisory Board approved
this research’s identifying of its members who participated for use within this research agreement
only.
Research Process
I scheduled ten preliminary 30-minute interviews, one-on-one with participants who
completed and returned the informed consent (see Appendix D). I guided each interview with
the structured interview questions I created (see Appendix E). I transcribed each interview and
then selected portions of each preliminary interview to understand the direction the participants
based on their responses. To do this, I used a keyword search of all preliminary interviews and
selected text portions that included such keywords relevant to the structured research questions
guide. Only three volunteers were disqualified from the preliminary interviews: one interview
went off the structure guide and was not completed, and two other preliminary interviews
engaged in different aspects than this research aimed to focus on. From the preliminary
interview process, I obtained 10 verified volunteer participants who could bring a diverse aspect
of the DIFSM Movement to my attention. I scheduled one-on-one follow-up interviews of 1
Hour with the 10 members. Over the next two months, I also continued to attend various DIFSM
activities with the volunteer participants.
I took field notes at DIFSM meetings, events, programs, and activities to understand what
the organization or volunteers were organizing. I took pictures of the environment and
organizers in action if allowed by the media release form (see Appendix F). I read literature
suggested by the DIFS group, organizers, volunteers, and participants with direct organizing
experience to better understand Afrocentric values and protest history. For example, Payne and
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Strickland (2008) and Rickford (2016) were discussed in the literature review and analysis
sections of this research study.
In my research, I identified traits of the Afrocentric culture that a new organizer would
need to learn before entering a group organizing with Afrocentric principles. In Chapter 4, I also
identify the traits of community organizers who use Afrocentric values. I evaluated my
understanding of Afrocentricity and the participants’ understanding of community education and
Afrocentric practices regarding organizing in Detroit. In Chapter 5, I analyze my newfound
understandings of community organizing and Afrocentric principles and make a call to action for
more educators to use more Afrocentric community education methods in their formal and
informal learning processes.
Ethnographic Research
While there are multiple approaches to qualitative research, ethnography is most
appropriate for this type of research, specifically in a project that sought to better understand
what a movement is and who the people are as a part of that culture. Ethnography requires an
extended period spent in the field to collect information and immerse oneself in the culture being
studied (Hammersley, 1983). It does not explore only one marvel within a culture; unlike a
phenomenological study, ethnography explores the whole culture as a natural occurrence.
Ethnography is better to use when the culture studied is based on the interactions of human
groups from the perspective of an outside individual. It helps to describe a unitary action or
overall group description, whereas, in phenomenology, the researcher maximizes individual
differences of participants to diversify the overall group experience (Husserl, 2012).
For this study, my researcher identity was an edge-walker (Merriam et al., 2010), which
is a person who can comfortably identify with the culture under study, has some competence of
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the mainstream culture, can move between cultures, and has the ability to generalize the culture
from personal experience. Edge-walker best described my role to the target research audience as
the African American, college student, activist, researcher. I spent three months immersed in the
DIFS Movement, completing interviews, and observing what people did in the movement and
looking for clues on things that would best qualify them to participate in this research. At the
end of my immersion journey, I followed my faith, empowered to put my activism lessons in
action as a DIFSM community organizer.
Ethnographic Interviews. Ethnographic research requires multiple interviews of
participants to fully understand the behavior and context of their lives (Watt, 2007). Interviews
are a standard way of qualitative data collection used in this research to understand individual
volunteer passion and group progression through the participants’ voices. Multiple interviews of
a select sample of DIFS volunteers allowed me to embed various stories within the movement
and explore the historical case study of the evolution of the DIFS Movement. I sought a sample
of 12 participants for initial preliminary interviews, lasting no more than 30 minutes each. I
initially chose 12 to understand the diversity of the group. Each participant completed an
informed consent explaining the research study, and they were given a copy. After preliminary
interviews, I choose the final participants who provide a diverse analysis of understanding
Afrocentric practices in community organizing. I notified those participants who were not
chosen for the final interviews by phone or in person. I applaud the various voices of volunteers
I received from preliminary interviews. Although I cannot profile every volunteer interviewed, I
believe what I have compiled is a diverse analysis of Afrocentric community education and
organizing.
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Due to two reasons, some participants were not chosen to continue: (a) the decision of the
researcher to separate stories of educators from organizers, and (b) the research’s decision to
focus on Afrocentric principles and values as organizing strategies. I selected volunteers whose
interviews fit best with the research questions and interviews approximately one hour in length.
The first focus interview included a detailed observation of the participant in their natural setting
or choice of location. It was difficult for the preliminaries to be held over the telephone; thus,
natural observation replaced interview observation. The second interview was a follow-up
interview to gather additional details and affirm or member check the interpretations of the
observations. They often occurred during short waiting periods at events, before and after
meetings. The volunteers chosen to profile in this embedded case study provided the most
information about resistance, education, and rights for which the group was advocating and were
also the most available to be interviewed during my three-month immersion experience. I
transcribed each interview and coded stories of volunteers under three main chronological
themes: resistance, education, and organizing.
Participant observation. This method empowered me to learn from a different cultural
experience than that which I grew up. However, my life experience of Blackness and
community consciousness level directly allowed for an appropriate generalization and
interpretation of the DIFSM Afrocentric culture. It did not always work to reveal my identity
before interviews began. Many participants viewed me as an insider to the movement, perhaps
due to the few shared characteristics of being Black and conscious.
Nonetheless, I brought a unique perspective with my outsider presence. I was introduced
to the group by a critical member of the movement. During each interview, I found a way to
evoke my relationship with my key participant and expose my identity as an outsider to the
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participants; this helped them understand why I was asking “weird questions” (questions about
Detroit that every Black Detroiter ought to know just by growing up in the city), as one
participant put it. If I had not exposed my outsider status in some interviews, I would not have
received such in-depth and explanatory answers.
The relationship between the DIFS Movement and myself as the researcher was the most
crucial aspect of this qualitative research. Glesne (2006) characterized the researcher and the
researched relationship as “harmony, conformity, accord, or affinity” (p. 108). I gained entry
through a key participant, my mentor, who is a founder of the movement and facilitated an entry
point for me upon starting this research. Mama Aneb had curated the role of archivist for the
group in a previous meeting with the Freedom Schools Members, and I accepted that role at my
first meeting. My responsibility was to take historical notes and collect artifacts from the group’s
activities, which helped me gather research about the group due to my participation. In essence,
this role brought me closer to the Afrocentric community. It allowed me to gather a collection of
readings, event fliers, and other documents that helped me understand the magnitude and
diversity of the Afrocentric community movement. The role of Archivist also placed me at
various DIFSM events where I gathered a lot of textual and observational data and connected
deeper with potential research participants.
Triangulation. Documents and collected literature helped me interpret the Afrocentric
nature of comments and quotes of participants without assumption. Eisner (1998) referred to this
process as triangulation; it helped to support my analysis and narrative of the participants’
relationship to Afrocentricity and my own. Triangulation also allowed me to use multiple data
tools to my advantage to describe an Afrocentric research site and culture best. In my embedded
case studies, I used ethnographic observations, ethnographic interviews, literature, and other
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collected documents from events and meetings. By triangulating ethnographic interviews,
participant observation data collection, and the textual document review methods, I revealed my
subjectivity, reflexivity, and positionality (Emerson, et al. 1995), which will be explained in
detail in the following section.
Researcher Subjectivity. I clearly stated my positionality for this research, as I used
participant observation as an ethnographic data collection method and was hyperconscious of my
identity and those I studied. I examined the internal variation of Afrocentricity and my
experience in the Afrocentric community and explored various views and perspectives of the
Afrocentric culture and those perspectives of American values and beliefs. A duality is assumed
about African Americans, whereas some individuals do not like to be identified as African, while
others insist on being called Black. Others represented in the Pan-African diaspora choose to
identify with African values, and some only want to be referred to as Americans. Despite the
color of one’s skin or any DNA Ancestry connections to the continent of Africa a person may
have in their ancestral DNA, there is no larger group than Africans in American who become
detached from their cultural identity. Moreover, some seek to connect and understand the
various aspects of where they fit within African or American values.
As an individual can find their cultural roots or embrace a new culture, positionality
changes during research for the researcher, the longer one stays immersed in the study. As such,
one may question if researchers should identify as an outsider to the cultural group under study
or as an insider to the cultural group once the study is complete. I consistently clarified my role
within the research and my perspective on these terms. I accomplished this by journaling my
insider/outsider experiences in a research journal, where I explored the following: “What does it
mean to be an insider of the Detroit Independent Freedom School Movement? What does it
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mean to be an outsider? What does it mean to be me in Detroit, an African American woman
from a rural African American community?” Terms on researcher positionality are fully defined
in the glossary of this text. Also, internal philosophical questions are answered in the final
analysis.
Merriam et al. (2010) described the term indigenous-insider as a person “who endorses
the unique values, perspectives, behaviors, beliefs, and knowledge of his or her indigenous
community and can speak with authority about it” (p. 412). On the surface, I am indigenous to
the African American community and identify as an African American/Black Woman. I also
identify as a volunteer, a researcher, and an assigned archivist for the group.
Having a rural background made me an outsider to the research site, as my identity and
experiences growing up were vastly different from a person my age who grew up in Detroit. I
was raised in rural Northern Michigan, in a small-town notable for its affluent vacationers, yet
today is an impoverished Black community struggling to maintain its land and public
institutions. My community is called Idlewild, and it is known to outsiders as a beautiful African
American resort and community. Yet, native Idlewilder’s can see its flaws, poverty, and problems
while those looking in from the outside cannot. Even though Detroit and Idlewild both
demographically identify as African American communities, the community culture varies by
demographics, values, beliefs, and other factors of internal variation. I was careful not to view
Detroit from the outside looking in or from a first-hand native Detroiter perspective.
As a researcher of African American communities, it was vital to understand the
Afrocentric culture before embarking upon an ethnographic project and before I engaged in
collective learning with the participants. I accomplished this by reading books, taking courses in
African American studies, and attaining an Afrocentric mentor (my key participant). Pre-reading
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homework is the same curricular foundation used by the Mississippi Freedom Summer
organizers, where White Northerners read at least five books before coming to the South to
volunteer with the Civil Rights Movement. I explored some of the book titles and others
discovered through interviews and briefly analyzed them within the narrative analysis.
I examined my cultural assumptions about Afrocentric communities and faced my
colonized identity in the self-reflective portion of the research. I hoped to have some form of
self-discovery or gain an understanding of my Afrocentric community organizing identity, and
perhaps, a transformative experience seeing me through the eyes of others. I kept a personal
research journal separately from my field journal of observations. My researcher journal
documented a transformative experience for me as an outsider to an insider organizing with the
Detroit Independent Freedom School Movement during this immersion experience. Segments
from my journal will be included in the final analysis.
Afrocentric Theory
This research analysis was guided by the Afrocentric Paradigm (Mazama, 2003), which
outlines Asante’s Afrocentricity theory in a detailed overview. With the variety of the
Afrocentric paradigm, I found some technical points of reference to African American culture,
looking from a cognitive and structural aspect of society. Asante (2003), the father of
Afrocentric theory, asserted that African social and cultural experiences ought to be the ultimate
reference when studying people of African descent, rather than comparing them to Eurocentric
values and colonized customs. The Afrocentric theory uses Africa as a central origin of
knowledge and reference to describe the customs and habits of the darker people of the world.
Many African American scholars, such as Mazama and Shockley, have used Asante’s Afrocentric
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theory to connect to their cultural roots and teach others how to use it as a reference point in their
scholarly works.
According to Mazama (2003), there are three cognitive aspects to consider when studying
people of African descent: metaphysical, sociological, and exemplars. The metaphysical relates
to how people organize themselves in society. The sociological aspect evaluates people’s
scientific habits or patterns within the culture, and the exemplars are the problem solvers of the
culture. When considering these cognitive aspects of African American culture, I also
considered the structural aspect and asked, “How have each of those components become
embedded into each other?”
I considered Afrocentric aspects when analyzing the findings of this immersion
experience and used Afrocentric theory as the ultimate point of reference to determine the
observation of the Detroit Independent Freedom Schools Movement. Although Afrocentric
theory was an ultimate reference, this theory is relatively new and still may have some areas that
need to be developed and expanded. I trained to epistemologically question everything,
including the reference of African cultural characteristics as a general blanket reference. In my
inquiry, I asked, “Why Afrocentricity?” I chose to use Afrocentric theory to help reference the
African American perspective of decolonization, the idea of mental incarceration, and the hope
for relief from economic exploitation (Mazama, 2003). This research attempted to bridge the
knowledge between the impacts of neoliberalism on the African American community and the
Afrocentric methods people use to resist their understanding of colonization and political
suppression.
The literature review section of this research painted a historical picture of dislocated and
marginalized African Americans in the neocolonial world. An Afrocentric research perspective
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is needed to help debunk dialectical colonization, where using the terminology and methodology
of oppressors continues false perspectives of Black behaviors as metaphorically animal-like or as
assimilated imitators of a hyper-valorized European system (Asante, 2011; Mazama, 2003).
Additionally, Afrocentricity recognizes the similarity of colonization and neoliberalism and
discusses tactics against similar globalization terminologies such as modernization, development,
democracy, and free-market capitalism. Overall, the Afrocentric theory is the best reference of
analysis for this research, as it consistently seeks to dispel the ontological reduction of colonized
Africans.
Mazama (2003) highlighted seven traits when referencing African diaspora cultures: (a)
central community, (b) respect for tradition, (c) spirituality, (d) harmony, (e) social self, (f)
respect for ancestors, and (g) unity of being. These traits will be used to help interpret the data
findings and analysis in Chapters 4 and 5. I will explain each of these traits as they are
referenced in the analysis of the observed, interviewed, and participant data.
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Chapter 4: Data Analysis and Findings
The volunteers described in the methodology section are those profiles that were selected
from all the DIFSM interviews and interactions to explore the different ways of knowing about
Afrocentric community organizing. The profiles of these volunteers represent diverse thinking
within the Detroit Independent Freedom School Movement. Each volunteer’s diverse thinking
designates how the community should respond to the crisis of education and the challenge of
neoliberal ideologies that have taken over the city of Detroit. For many of the volunteers
interviewed, organizing what not merely a matter of how but why. Mama Aneb stated, “Some
people feel angry, like, why would you deny me this history? From that point on, [he] was a
fierce student of Black History. He just turned into this brilliant organizer.” She recalled her
teaching days and the “aha moment” that occurred when one of her students transformed from an
uninterested college athlete to an engaged community organizer. She continued, “He just started
doing things that just catapulted him in terms of his personal growth. It was amazing to watch.”
Mama Aneb later recalled her reasoning for wanting to organize, which also centered around
learning Black History.
Like Mama Aneb, other volunteers also had a “why” story that gave them a reason to
organize with the DIFSM. Kamau’s why is different from Mama Aneb but similar. They both
are teachers yet in two different environments: the classroom and the streets. Kamau described
why he organizes not only with the DIFSM but through the Mayor’s Office and within a smaller
organization that also joined up with the movement. He explained, “Telling the story of how I
came up and I’m still here, that means a lot to me.” Kamau expressed that he looks to
community organizing to stay grounded, avoid becoming enthralled in his higher-class living,
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and forget where he came from. To him, organizing was also a matter of teaching people where
they were at—the streets. He further explained his process:
So, when you say, as far as organize, it is my understanding that organizing is tapping
that human spirit. And you can only organize somebody if they like you, if you’re
likable. Once you’re likable, then you can begin to politicize them, educate them from
where they at—not talking at them. You know, that’s one thing. As an organizer, you got
to learn, and that’s an everyday process, an ongoing process as an organizer.
I found purpose in each conversation, interview, and interaction with volunteers during my
immersion experience. For example, Mama Hanifa’s organizing purpose also comes from a
background of teaching within community organizations, such as her church, the Shrine of the
Black Madonna. The Church itself is a community hub and provides a place for all the cultural
organizations to be educated. In this instance, Mama Hanifa works closely with the church’s
purpose to enhance the goals of the community, as she recalled, “Yeah, many, many, many
community organizers, people of influence have come out of The Shrines, education, politics,
you name it.” Each community person enters with an open mind and a desire to learn and grow
from The Shrine. They come out of The Shrine as an organizer and curate their purpose
according to current community issues. Volunteers’ purpose appears in multiple themes of
collective and personal responsibility to their community. An acknowledgment should be made
of the individual skills each volunteer can bring to a movement, as it takes a village to help
preserve the grassroots culture and advance community sustainability without state emergency
management.
Understanding the reasoning behind community organizers’ purposes can promote a
deeper understanding of the makings of a socio-political movement, like the DIFSM. I reviewed
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volunteer transcripts, archived group documents, read new literature, reviewed the field notes,
and mind-mapped the various keywords that repeatedly occurred. Using these keywords, I
summarized the words into three themes for volunteers’ purpose or reasoning for organizing:
1. Organizing as an act of resistance.
2. Organizing as a right or rite.
3. Organizing as an act of education.
These three themes summarize a non-homogenous group of volunteers who may not all
understand or agree with all the principles of Afrocentric theology, yet all participants agreed to
organize—in their own way—for the right to quality education. This analysis expanded the
discourse on Afrocentric community organizing, which positions the African American
community as self-determined subjects who can consciously make decisions to lead their
communities, rather than victimized objects that need billionaires and foundations to control
their narrative. This research also explored how Detroit residents challenged the grand
neoliberal narrative by resisting governing powers and educating residents on how hierarchal
powers have positioned Black communities into crisis through neoliberalism and colonization.
Joining the Movement
I was invited by my mentor Mama Aneb to attend a meeting in the city of Detroit. Mama
Aneb was a key participant in this research study and quite an accomplished woman. She helped
to organize the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee during the Civil Rights Movement
and has been involved in human rights work her entire life. We first met in 2008 on tour in
Idlewild, Michigan, when I was still an undergraduate at Ferris State University and an aspiring
entrepreneur and community organizer. She was introduced as Dr. Gloria House, a professoremeritus of Humanities and African American Studies at the University of Michigan. I served as
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her student assistant for the Idlewild Oral History Project, in which she published Home Sweet
Sanctuary: Idlewild Families Celebrate a Century, and I was her key participant in Idlewild.
There is so much that I did not know at that time. To begin, I did not realize that Dr.
House was so heavily involved in the Civil Rights Movement, and as a college student, she had
served in SNCC for many years. I also did not know that she was a famous poet and literary
artist. Dr. House was named the 2019 Kresge Eminent Artist of the year. At the time, I was
unaware that over the next ten years, I would get to know Dr. House more and would earn the
right to refer to her by her community name – Mama Aneb. I never imagined I would have had
an opportunity to organize with Mama Aneb in her hometown of Detroit, Michigan. I accepted
the invitation and planned to attend the general planning meetings of the Detroit Independent
Freedom School Movement.
Affirming
Affirmation is one of the main goals of the Detroit Independent Freedom School
Movement (DIFSM) to effectively conduct conscious-raising efforts for African American
children and all children (DIFSM, 2016). To affirm means to state as fact, to declare support for
something, or to defend something. The second definition provides more clarity and summarizes
the intent of the DIFSM for adults and children alike, in which affirm means to offer someone
emotional support or encouragement. One of the main features of the educational crisis faced in
Detroit, as a predominantly Black city, has been the persistent disappointing results of many
students and schools throughout Wayne County. Many self-limiting thoughts within adults often
stem from their upbringing, formal or informal training, and can prepare them for responsible
roles in society (Payne and Strickland, 2008). In an Afrocentric educational environment,
affirmation is one of the first principles taught to youth and adults. It may not be shown as
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formal as taking a class about affirmation, but it is recognized widely among Black
communications as a central concept when interacting within a Black community (Asante, 2011).
Affirmation is one aspect of the Black rhetoric commonly used in conversations, poetics,
hip-hop, and especially in story-telling and other written or spoken creations by Black people.
Affirmation elicits a call-and-response from the audience members whom the speaker or writer is
addressing. In the case study of the Detroit Independent Freedom School Movement, affirming
the facts, accepting the philosophy, and supporting the movement should be the first step taken
by volunteers when they decide to join the movement. Either as insiders or outsiders to
Afrocentric theology, each volunteer declares their intent to join a sociopolitical movement
before just arriving and diving in. As an outsider to the DIFS Movement, I needed to affirm my
belief in the movement and declare my intent to participate in a way that members would accept.
I called my mentor and confirmed the invite to the DIFS meetings she had given me a few
months back. If it had not been for my ongoing mentoring relationship, I would not have known
the crisis the city of Detroit is experiencing, except from the outside news sources. Participating
in the movement was the best teacher of what Detroiters have been resisting for over 20 years:
The crisis of the state community takeover.
Mama Aneb
Mama Aneb’s humble presence commanded the room, as she has earned the respect of
everyone in the room from various relationships in the Detroit community. As one of the
founders of the movement, Mama Aneb nurtures the Freedom School Movement in Detroit
through her expertise and direct and indirect mentoring of other volunteers. She is a national
elder and local elder of Detroit, one of the pillars of the Detroit Independent Freedom School
Movement but prefers not to think of it that way. In our first interview outside of our routine
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mentorship check-ins, Mama Aneb instead suggested, “That’s the opposite of how we want to
think of it, actually.” An important thing about this movement, which Mama Aneb always
reminds me, is the collective work of each community member to participate in its’ success.
Mama Aneb echoed the meaning of one of the Afrocentric principles, Ujimaa—a Swahili
word meaning collective work and responsibility and is one of the seven Afrocentric principles
that guide the structure and orientation of the DIFS Movement. Created by Dr. Maulana
Karenga in 1966, Kwanzaa is a cultural holiday where African Americans and Pan-Africans
around the world can take time to learn a piece of African History and instill alternative cultural
values to the norm, which they can choose to guide their everyday lives (Karenga, 1988). Mama
Aneb and many other members always referred to the Nguzo Saba, which not only guides the
movement but many households in Detroit, as well as individuals and community, live in other
Pan-African communities. The table below highlights the meanings and symbols of the Nguzo
Saba.
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Table 1
The Nguzo Saba – The Seven Principles
Swahili Word

Definition

Umoja

English
Translation
Unity

Kujichagulia

Self-Determination

To define, name, create, and speak for
ourselves.

Ujimaa

Collective Work &

To build and maintain our community
– solving problems together.

Symbol

To work and maintain unity in
families and communities.

Responsibility
Ujamaa

Cooperative
Economics

Nia

Purpose

Kuumba

Creativity

Imani

Faith

To build and maintain our own
businesses and profit from them
together.

To make our collective purpose of
developing and restoring our
communities.
To always make our community more
beautiful and beneficial than we
inherited it.
To believe in our people, teachers,
leaders, and the moral victory of our
struggle.

As a professor emeritus, Mama Aneb is passionate about organizing and educating the
African American community and sits on the Coordinating Committee for the DIFS Movement.
She has been active in community organizing since her re-awakening in college. She credits
becoming conscious about African American scholars as her entry point to organizing. She had
first attended all-Black schools as an elementary student when she lived in Tampa, Florida. She
keenly remembers learning about Black poets such as Paul Lawrence Dunbar (1872—1906), the
late poet and novelist from Dayton, Ohio. She stated, “In the southern schools, they teach you
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the poets. You learn Lift Every Voice and Sing, the Black national anthem, by heart. You learn
Paul Lawrence Dunbar, by heart, so I knew about the poets.” This may have inspired Mama
Aneb to become a poet herself, but it was not the only thing that influenced her activism.
As she grew older and the segregation laws changed, she traveled with her parents and
attended predominantly white schools (PWIs), which most people in the Black community refer
to as “white schools.” It was then for Mama Aneb that she first realized she was no longer
receiving the same quality of education as before in her segregated schools. Yet it would not be
until college when she stumbled upon the first Black person to graduate from Harvard with a
Ph.D. in Sociology, Dr. William Edward Burghardt DuBois (1868—1963), known today as
W.E.B DuBois, the famous African American Sociologist. In fact, Mama Aneb and I joked and
reminisced during our interview about how we both stumbled upon him in college and how it
changed the direction of our lives forever. She shared the following as we shared a chuckle of
agreeance:
So, it wasn’t until I was an undergrad that I stumbled upon W.E.B DuBois, and I started
reading with a passion! This incredible scholar had written all of these books, had
finished at Harvard, you know. And I met other students at Berkeley, and we started our
own little what we called our Saturday Saloon, where we talked about ideas. We read our
own people because there were no classes at UC Berkeley in African American history
and culture. We started educating ourselves, digging deeper, finding new writers every
week, bringing in something new, and sharing it with each other. That’s how it started for
me.
My eyes lit up with passion as I simultaneously thought about my own similar
experience, then quickly paused the images playing in my mind to focus on her experience. I
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hoped my questions did not undermine my knowledge since I am well-versed in Black scholar
history. However, I was unsure of what she knew, when she knew it, or if she had even studied
or organized with some of these well-known Black scholars, so I continued with the questions.
My scholarly consciousness experience also started with W.E.B. DuBois. It was as
Mama Aneb had said, “the one they knew about!” We both laugh hysterically at this moment
that only a Black student at a predominantly white institution (PWI) would understand. Indeed,
DuBois was the only Black scholar I learned about in school. Mama Aneb smiled hard at this
point of the interview and was excited. We calmed down our laughter over the next few breaths
and realized the time had passed.
Shortly after our heavy blurts of laughter, we ended the interview because Mama Aneb
had to attend another meeting. During our moments of laughter, I desperately wanted to share
my story with her, but it would not have been appropriate being the ethnographic researcher. My
purpose was to learn information about the group I was studying and not boast about my
experiences, whether similar or different. At the end of our interview, I made a simple and brief
statement to assure my mentor that I was familiar with other Black scholars. For many reasons, I
was urged to give her that affirmation throughout her story.

Acts of Organizing
The DIFS Movement mentioned in some of their public literature that one of their goals
is to “affirm positive educational activities that empower parents and students” (DIFSM, 2016).
Children also need to have their existence affirmed to help build their self-esteem, which is often
one of the main controversies of Afrocentric education, but also one that can be explained and
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understood if a person is willing to hear. Additionally, adults also need to have their presence
and existence affirmed whether they are parents or guardians of youth in Detroit, educators
teaching youth and adults, or volunteers who attend meetings, looking for ways to help. Once a
volunteer decides to attend the DIFS Movement, they most likely have already affirmed the
purpose and the need to organize.
Arriving
A few former and current educators participate in the movement and help create and
evaluate the alternative curriculum put forth through the DIFSM Coordinating Committee. As a
part of the mission statement of the DIFSM, community education is its focus, politicizing adults
and children about their rights to a quality life (DIFSM, 2016). Although inspired by youth and
focused on youth, most of the volunteers of the movement are either currently employed middleaged residents of Detroit, seasoned community workers who are involved in multiple
organizations, or retired professionals who are looking to keep busy doing something that
matters. As a first-time attendee to the meetings, I was intimidated, being a new person to the
DIFS Movement and the city of Detroit. This may have been due to the fear of entering a
completely different community or the breathtaking feeling of anxiety being the new person in
the room. The excitement I felt can be compared to the feelings of the first day butterflies and
may be characteristic of outsiders seeking membership in a community.
One of the first things I noticed was that many of the volunteers at the meeting knew each
other from previous events and have even worked together at the former Afrocentric schools in
Detroit – Ayisha Shule, Nsoroma, or Paul Robeson. We had some of the most robust
conversations before the meeting began. People entered one at a time through the double door
entryway at the Cass Corridor meeting location. As each person arrived and spoke to everyone
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with a general greeting, they were often greeted by another person in the room. Many who
entered greeted others with a hug after marking their seats. Smiles appeared on individuals’
faces as each person entered the room, addressed each other, and found a seat at the square set of
tables.
I watched each person enter and wondered about their story, purpose, and passion. It
could have been a feeling of wanting to belong, be useful, and be involved in the movement that
brought everyone to the meetings week after week to discuss the latest challenge with the public
school system or neighborhood crisis that affected the quality of life of Detroit residents. It also
could have been the opportunity to do something about the crisis instead of just talking about the
issues. For me, it was an opportunity to learn from volunteers the reason for collective
community organizing, the need for liberation education, and why the DIFSM is empowered to
take action against decades of injustice. It was also a learning opportunity for Alexa, a young
adult volunteer and a recent graduate of the University of Michigan-Ann Arbor.
Alexa. Originally from Houston, Texas, Alexa went to Michigan for undergraduate
studies, moved to Detroit after graduating, and fell in love with the diverse opportunities the city
has to offer. She believes Detroit has a “southern vibe” that makes it more friendly than her
hometown. Alexa could have been referring to the hospitality from people she interacted with at
DIFS. As an aspiring youth worker, Alexa sought to gain some experience volunteering with
DIFS but ended up learning more than she had expected. Since she was new to Detroit and
community organizing, she reported feeling slightly overwhelmed on her first day on the scene
with DIFS. She described during our first conversation:
Well, I remember the first day that I came into the room like this was when the
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meetings were like full seats, like everyone was there, like not an empty seat. I
remember, you know. And I just looked around the room like, oh, my God, who am I
sitting next to? Like, who are these people? Like, they’re intimidating in a good way,
you know. And I was like, I need to be around like this brilliance. So first, it was the
people that made me want to organize with them.
Alexa’s experience reminds me of my own, wondering who was in the room and what their
organizing purpose was, and what I could learn from them. Her emotions also spoke volumes
about volunteer learning and understanding when one decides to join a social movement or after
affirming their purpose and attending their first community meeting. Typically, the first meeting
is crucial to a new volunteer and especially a new person to community organizing. It sets the
tone for the environment, lays down expectations of the new person, and teaches how to interact
with the group. Some new people sit back for one or two meetings, figuring out what is going on
before taking up tasks or offering suggestions. For instance, Alexa took some time to get
involved in the meeting discussions. She recalled, “I was just making sure that I was present and
making sure that like I was a familiar face that people knew me first before I’m like alright well
let’s do this.” She raised a question that allowed me to reflect on my own position, “How do you
enter a space?” After a few meetings, Alexa decided to best jump in by offering her skillset with
social media for the group, which she still leads. She metaphors her community relationship
building with being in a relationship, as she feels that committing to community work can be like
a long-term relationship.
For people who are unfamiliar with the group, their mission, or community organizing in
general, sitting back until they figure out how to join in is not only crucial for relationship
building but also for respecting the space already occupied by regular members. It is indeed a
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commitment, and I also decided to wait for a few meetings before giving my long-term
commitment. Additionally, as an identified researcher for the group, I was always unsure of how
much I should participate and offer my skills in group discussions. I introduced myself on the
first day and was also introduced by Mama Aneb as a “researcher from EMU.” I sat back for a
few meetings to understand the flow and structure already out in place.
One thing that was instantly found to be different is the intentional disregard for the
structure or the use of Roberts Rules of Order (RRO) to run the meetings. Many people who are
used to that learned formalized structure, breaking away from it at meetings, can be perceived as
disorganized or unruly by their previous meeting norms. However, at the DIFS meetings, new
people often come in on their first meeting, launched impressive campaigns, added to the
agenda, and raised important questions in ongoing discussions. Those new people to DIFS are
often not new to organizing or the community of Detroit and can use DIFS as an additional
platform for their own cause. DIFS makes room for anyone to speak their concerns or bring up
new topics to the group for potential action. Unlike the formal RRO, having a restricted order
and agenda in meetings, an open flow format with an agenda and a facilitator often proved
efficient without limiting the power or voice of the people at the table. As a new organizer in a
new community, Alexa suggested building a relationship with the group first before jumping in.
She stated:
Like, some people come in, just want to do the work and then, like not talk to anybody,
and always just leave, but like they don’t work on just making relationships with the
people next to them. It’s like, all about the work. And I feel like there’s power in the
work, but there’s also power in building the community.
Alexa was fortunate to have formal training in community action and social change
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within her undergraduate studies, which may have given her the sense to stand back before
jumping in. While Alexa stated that she is less familiar with Afrocentric principles, she supports
and understands the power of the community. Regardless of one’s ethnicity, personal stance, or
previous training, a new volunteer should recognize the purpose and mission of the group before
seeking to jump in, offer any advice, or attempt to make any changes in the current group
agenda.
Returning
As a new person to the DIFSM community with no personal community connection to
drive my passion for wanting to be involved, my next move after being invited to the meetings
was to attend another meeting and hopefully make room for the meetings. The meetings started
on Monday evenings at 7:00 pm and moved to its most current day and time of Thursday
evenings at 6:00 pm. It is not uncommon for anyone to attend one community meeting, leave
possibly feeling empowered, then never come back. In my attendance at recurring meetings for
over three months, I saw various faces who came and went but only got to know a few names
who stayed around. However, the “returning volunteer” is the person who wants to make a
difference in the community and is willing to come back to nearly every meeting to assist with
group projects. This type of volunteer may not be very connected to the group or be familiar
with its mission and purpose, but they are there to help however they can. The return volunteer
comes back yet still sits back and tries to figure out the situation at hand, the politics among the
group, and looks for any allies to connect with for more information. I took Alexa’s advice and
decided to stick around and talk to people before and after the next few meetings. This also
allowed me to build rapport within the group and get to know what Detroiters were doing.
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Organizing as an Act of Resistance
Afrocentric Fact #1: Umoja—Unity is vital because it stresses the need for inclusivity
and not division. While there are many different perspectives represented among African
Americans, Blacks, Africans in America, the Indigenous, or other identities that get lumped into
the census definition of Black/African American, Afrocentric philosophy was created in hopes to
bring about a unified understanding of history, facts, and the future. When Umoja is defined in
the Afrocentric community, the need to create unity and to maintain unity in the community
should be stressed. Generally, people look to the social justice movements of the past in the
Black Nation, which have been youth-led movements, 18—35 or younger, when young activists
who integrated their public schools in the 1950s are considered. Those young people had been
politicized, educated, and well-trained to fight the issues they faced.
Resistance emerged as a major theme of the Detroit Independent Freedom School
Movement since resisting emergency management originally brought this diverse group of
people together. I arrived an hour early to the next planning meeting the following week. I was
so early that the doors to Cass Corridor were locked, unavailable to be opened for our public
meeting until near the reserved time. I chose to eat at a nearby restaurant and waited to enter the
building closer to the meeting time. As I looked around the parking lot, I noticed that it was a
narrow strip of asphalt with craters that straddled the lot. It was only big enough for about
eleven vehicles to park, with hardly any room to turn around. I parked my van in reverse in the
corner of the lot to make it easier to leave. Wayne State University and some private restaurants
surrounded the Cass Corridor buildings, and metered street parking was available. Like other
college campuses, parking was difficult to find, so I looked for the rules of the Cass Corridor
parking lot and found a sign on the locked doors that stated, “This parking lot is for attendees
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and patrons of events and business that takes place in this building.” Therefore, I chose that lot
to park in. I gazed around, and there was only one other car parked in the lot, which I assumed
belonged to the Unitarian Church Pastor, as the sign in front of the vehicle indicated. I walked
through the lot and passed my van to exit to the sidewalk. I did not want to go too far, so I
picked the closest place I thought I could afford—the Cass Café.
Standing directly across from the Cass Corridor, the Cass Café shared a strip mall
building with two other shops on Cass. The Islamic Education Center was on the left corner; a
small studio occupied the middle shop, and Cass Café ended the strip on the right. Its shiny
metal siding stood out to me since it was drastically different from the yellow and grey brick
patterns their neighbors had chosen for their business. Additionally, Cass Café was the only of
the three businesses that installed a metal fence patio outside their property. I step inside the
metal machine restaurant feeling like I just stepped into a submarine. Inside was dimly lit, with a
bar on the left and a walk-up juice bar on the right. There were different sized tables for about
four people in the front, and the back of the Café was only separated by its dual bars.
My observation was suddenly interrupted by a shout across the room toward me. “Hey,
come join us!” a man cheerfully waved and invited me over to his table, where he sat with a
young adult girl. I quickly recognized the two from previous DIFS events. I smiled and joined
him and the girl at their table. I ordered soup and was served at their table. I had never
experienced anything where I suddenly joined a table conversation in progress. Though they
were nearly finished eating, we still carried on a great introductory conversation that would
catapult an inquiry into my ethnographic research of the movement.
During the 30-minute meal and knowledge sharing, we were able to ask questions freely
and as openly as we desired. The duo was unsurprisingly interested in what I was researching
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and my goals in joining the movement. I responded with a typical political answer I had
prepared as part of my teaching philosophy. I wanted to maintain a non-biased rapport with the
members of the movement. I was not prepared nor willing to divulge much more information at
that moment.
I was excited to know that young people would be at the forefront of this movement and
curious about the overall mission of DIFS. I silently questioned if I should leave out the
Afrocentric aspect of my research but decided against it. Although the DIFSM was not an allBlack movement, it was founded to be structured with Afrocentric principles to liberate and
empower people in the Detroit community. One does not have to be African American or Black
to appreciate the communal values espoused by an Afrocentric Movement. I found some
Afrocentric values relevant to any person of any ethnicity, which serve as facts that people of
different ethnic backgrounds can work together toward social justice. Even when the dominant
values and language are African-centered, people can still honor basic human principles and
values or another’s culture.
Detroit Independent Freedom Schools exist to build up and train youth to be prepared for
the Movement (DIFSM, 2016). The DIFS Movement also unites adults and young adults as
volunteers, which can often get overlooked to focus on the training of the children; however,
some may question what a movement would be without the mentoring of the next generation.
While the DIFS Movement may have been launched by youth protesting the horrible publicschool conditions, it takes the sustainability of adults and elders to keep the movement alive.
Interestingly, Mama Aneb recalled that the youth who were politicized from the previous social
justice movements are still active and organizing as adults and elders. In the DIFS Movement,
the issues have changed, but the people who have built a community around freedom fighting
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still are active in the movement. Unity among the elders and youth may be the only hope for
sustaining cultural values in organizing cultural communities.
Building Community
I discovered that the people who make up the DIFS Movement are not a homogenous
group. Finding fewer than 10 people to interview was not enough to describe what the
movement was about and did not achieve my goal of figuring out what people in the movement
were doing individually and why. Many different types of people volunteered different kinds of
skills to make the movement maintainable. Some people in the group may misunderstand each
other’s politics; this is normal among social and political group movements and is even common
with political organizing history.
When the DIFS Movement was being formed, they recruited volunteers who wanted to
be involved in educational justice work. One evening, many community groups came separately
to a public meeting about emergency management and school closures. The public meeting
happened right after a student and teacher protest about the crumbling conditions of their
schools, among many other atrocities. Representatives from many of these organizations may
have been in attendance or afterward connected with DIFS to help serve the greater community.
A Coalition of Community Groups
The list provided is not an exhaustive list of organizations that have contributed
throughout history to get DIFS to this moment, although that would be an exciting project. One
goal is to give attention to the organizations that put out the call to organize and honor those who
answered that call to action. Since the DIFS Movement was formed out of multiple
organizations and individuals, it is necessary to name at least the organizations that were present
at that founding meeting, whether they remained involved or used the knowledge gained to take
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action in their own way. The following is a list of the original organizations that first responded
to the call to action put out by members of Detroiters Resisting Emergency Management and
others:
•

The Charles H. Wright Museum of African American History.

•

Boggs Center to Nurture Community Leadership.

•

East Michigan Environmental Action Council (EMEAC).

•

Cass Commons.

•

Detroit LIFE Coalition.

•

We the People.

•

Keep the Vote No Takeover.

•

Detroiters Resisting Emergency Management (D-REM).

•

St. Peter’s Episcopal Church.

•

Shrine of the Black Madonna.

•

Puritan Avenue Church of Christ.

While the participants did not recall who said the exact words, “let’s start a freedom
school,” many DIFS members interviewed, who were at that first meeting stated that it could
have been a teenager asking for help after the protest to continue the activism, and not let the
moment die. In March of 2016, community leaders and youth from elementary to teenagers,
along with various groups and organizations, decided to start a freedom school in Detroit. After
a few meetings at the Dexter-Elmhurst Community Center, volunteers opened their doors to host
a Freedom School at their site. Subsequently, there was a Coordinating Committee and public
weekly planning meetings held at the Cass Corridors (also known to the public as the Unitarian
Church on Cass Avenue in Detroit).
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There were initially four freedom schools being hosted at locations across the City of
Detroit:
1. The Charles H. Wright Museum of African American History on Saturdays at 10 am.
2. A Teenage Freedom School at the Cass Corridor Commons on Tuesday Evenings.
3. Saturday mornings at 10:00 am hosted by the Shrine of the Black Madonna, a staple
church in the international African American community.
4. A program for children over 6th grade at the Puritan Church of Christ on Tuesday and
Wednesday evenings.
The Freedom Schools are managed independently and have the open-ended assistance of
the overall Planning and Coordinating Committees for the movement. According to the Detroit
Independent Freedom Schools Movement annual report, nearly 85 youth under 18 participated in
the first year of programming (March 2016—May 2017). While the number of children and
adult participation had declined by the time I began this study in 2019, I made sure that
participants were asked to comment on declining participation numbers overall.
According to literature published by the movement, The DIFS Movement aimed “to
create free, Afrocentric, loving educational experiences for Detroit children and families” and to
“mobilize community volunteers and resources” in response to what they have self-determined to
be a crisis (DIFSM, 2016). Approximately 30 people from all backgrounds also came to
participate and see how they could offer their skills or resources to the movement. Some
represented small grassroots organizations, while others represented themselves. Each was ready
to listen, act, respond, and even learn, depending on their purposes for attending.
Shea. One of those individual volunteers is Shea Howell, a retired educator who
intentionally identifies as a Welsh American woman rather than carrying the racist created
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“White” label associated with the melting pot of Eurocentric descent. Shea is a member of the
National Elders Council with Mama Aneb and has been a part of social justice organizing for
over 50 years. She came to the City of Detroit around the mid-1970s when the city’s officials of
the era—Coleman A. Young, Irma Henderson, Charles Diggs, and John Conyers—openly
welcomed the radical political activist Angela Y. Davis to the City. Shea stated, “I thought; that’s
a place I want to be. Any city with that kind of guts. I’m there,” Shea also recalled candidly,
further stating, “White people were terrified of her, and they said you’re welcome here, we got
your back.” Angela Davis was a political prisoner in the United States for speaking out against
the Vietnam War, supporting communism, and fighting for progressive political rights. After
being found not guilty on a set of homicide charges, she was set free and went on to speak about
her political work openly.
Shea was a young 23-year-old activist looking for a political organization to get involved
in; therefore, she joined the National Alliance Against Racism and Political Repression, founded
in 1973 in Chicago, Illinois. This organization was spearheaded by the Communist Party USA,
and Davis herself even became a member after she was released from prison. I naturally loved
this shared admiration of Angela Davis with Shea. Listening to Shea’s story gave such powerful
insight into the past and current movements I was researching and involved in.
I also spoke with a few other people within the DIFSM who have an affinity for Shea.
Some research participants asked who else I may have interviewed and insisted I interview Shea,
which I had already done since she was one of the first people to inform me of her availability to
interview. “That’s my dawg!” Maulana insisted while smiling. “Shea is cold!” Kamau repeated
while smiling. I asked what makes Shea so cool to them. Both answered that she knows how to
sit back and when to jump in, and she gets things done. Relationship building with each other is
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the main factor in determining if a movement is to succeed or if current issues will be resolved.
For the DIFS Movement, I questioned what success would look like to its members and in the
community. I also needed to determine how DIFS measures its success.
First, success cannot be limited to the number of people it impacts or the number of
places it has reached. Its continuity can define success for a social movement. In other words, a
national movement that expands freedom school sites across the country is just as successful as a
local movement creating freedom schools in small neighborhoods. It is important to note that
many Freedom Schools across the country, including the DIFS Movement, are based on the Civil
Rights Movement model of Freedom Schools (Payne and Strickland, 2008). One notable entity
is the Children’s Defense Fund (CDF) that also uses the Civil Rights Movement to support
Freedom Schools and help public and charter schools in various communities. The Detroit
Freedom Schools Movement was aware of the CDF and has not ignored its model or call for
action.
In contrast to helping schools that insist on failing students, the DIFS Movement has
taken the position to resist parts of public schools and create additional space outside of formal
schooling. Instead of being a public or charter school themselves, the group acted on the ideal of
Afrocentric education and the model of community education for their Freedom Schools
movement. DIFS addressed the local issues of Detroit to make an immediate impact. Original
and new participants who have built community with the Detroit Independent Freedom School
Movement may or may not call themselves members of the movement, yet it takes a community
to produce what a community will need. The Boggs Center is an advocate of teaching and
promoting that very concept. Overall, success must be self-determined by individuals and within
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the community. This brings us to discuss Afrocentric fact #2: Kujichagulia, meaning selfdetermination.
Self-determination is one of the central values within any Black community, globally or
locally. Black people are not a homogeneous group; there are multiple political and religious
beliefs and historical trajectories various groups of color choose to identify with. While the PanAfrican movement helped Blacks from multiple dislocated places worldwide reconnect with
parts of their history and culture, it has also caused misinterpretation and downright
miseducation. Many countries in Africa and Pan-African communities worldwide have accepted
Swahili as a national language among displaced Pan-African populations. This language
recognition is one possible way for Pan-Africans to speak a similar language as brothers and
sisters across the continents. Although some people of color reject the idea of speaking Swahili,
at least one thing that each faction of Black identities all have in common is their drive for selfdetermination.
Organizing as an Act of Education
Detroit Summer in the late 1970s was an evolution of what began as Freedom Summer of
the 1960s. Detroiters were able to unite to educate and understand the many ills that plagued
their city. After years of trying to create equitable classrooms, parents, students, and even
teachers began to reject the “factory model” of education that states forced inside the publicschool curriculum and school structure. After the 1960s rebellion had occurred, Detroiters
started asking questions about having realistic opportunities to learn and be taught in the public
schools. Accordingly, organizers James and Grace Lee Boggs worked to provide a space where
youth in the community could create and develop community opportunities. Shea was initially
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attracted to the work that James and Grace were doing and never left. Today, Shea volunteers at
the Boggs Center as one of the Board of Directors for the 501(c)(3) organization.
When the James and Grace Lee Boggs Center first started in 1995, the intent was not to
be a “left-wing organization agitating masses of youth to protest and demonstrate” (Boggs &
Kurashige, 2012, p. 113). The Boggs also never imagined that their activism work could solicit
millions of dollars from corporations, foundations, and governments to provide services to the
Detroit population. Grace once stated, “Our hope was that Detroit Summer would bring about a
new vision and model of community activism—one that was particularly responsive to the new
challenges posed by the conditions of life and struggle in the postindustrial city” (Boggs &
Kurashige, 2012, p. 114). Since the 1970s, the Boggs Center has provided space, training,
gardens, and Afrocentric education programs to the youth of Detroit with tremendous success.
Arguably, many of the young activists involved in the Detroit Summer programs in the past 30
years are the current adults leading the movement in structure, principles, and values, which have
been proven to work.
Beyond early participation in politicization, current participants of the DIFS Movement
have had multiple backgrounds, training, and preparations that have brought them to this point of
being involved in this movement at this juncture in their lives. It can be as simple as resisting the
prevailing ideology or rejecting the formal education system and self-seeking a better education
for many individuals who get involved. However, getting involved in any movement takes a
certain level of determination, commitment, and passion for solving the world's problems and
challenges, not for themselves but for others. Many of the volunteers interviewed shared a
similar reason for wanting to be involved in the movement. The volunteers wanted to get
involved whether they had a connection to any former social justice movements, any formal or
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informal training in community organizing, or knowledge about Afrocentric values. Overall, the
volunteers were there because they wanted to be.
Dis-Engaging Volunteers
Most volunteers want to be affiliated with a historical movement in the making,
especially one that is well-connected to history. A disengaged volunteer is a person who
formerly attended the DIFSM meetings and got involved for a moment, then stopped coming to
meetings and events altogether. However, some individuals came to the DIFS Movement
without an organization to represent and with very different ideas regarding how the movement
should be organized, what it should be teaching, and its overall goals. However, one volunteer
who joined the DIFS Movement with different ideals and ideologies has since become a
disengaged volunteer.
Salima. Salima is a disengaged volunteer who claimed she is no longer involved with
the Detroit Independent Freedom Schools but has not stopped doing activities that influence the
overall fight against oppression in the United States. Salima views herself as a separatist. She
explained, “Our system is set up in a way that everybody is involved. We’re all accomplices to
the corruption. How do you get away from being an accomplice to your own destruction?”
It was exciting getting to know Salima and understand her values as an Indigenous
Homeschooler and how she came to know her beliefs as a fact. In all interviews, I asked the
volunteers what school they attended growing up, which is usually a great sense of pride to a
Detroiter or at least a conversation starter in the grocery store. However, Salima did not attend a
formal brick-and-mortar middle school or high school; she was homeschooled by Black Hebrew
Israelites. She paused then added, “Sexist pigs ... but still enlightening, nonetheless.”
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Salima cited her mother as her biggest supporter and source, a former educator who had
helped Salima create her home school curriculum. Salima stated that she loved the conscious
community because they can get people on the pathway of community education. However, she
also acknowledged that while conscious community organizations can get people on the pathway
to liberation, only the individual can take their own knowledge to the next level. When she first
joined the Freedom School Movement, she brought many ideas, specifically about parents opting
their children out of standardized testing.
As a homeschool educator, Salima previously enrolled some of her children into one of
the Saturday Freedom Schools of the DIFS Movement held at the Charles H. Wright Museum of
African American History (The Wright). Salima then got involved in the movement by
attending the DIFS political meetings on Saturdays before the Freedom School meetings at The
Wright and eventually began attending the DIFS planning meetings on Thursdays at Cass
Corridor. Salima was a volunteer who did not sit back at her first visit to the planning meetings.
Perhaps she was more familiar with some of the people or the issues at hand, which made her
jump right in, or maybe she was already politicized before coming to DIFS.
The first day I saw her in the DIFSM planning meetings, she asked questions, made her
voice heard, and even offered solutions to a newly introduced crisis to the group. A committee
instantly formed. Salima came to DIFS with a certain level of affirmation that many new people
may experience on their first meeting day. In fact, by attending other DIFSM community
meetings and being a DIFS Parent, Salima came into the movement with a wealth of knowledge
and an urgency to serve.
Even though Salima heavily engaged DIFS in opt-out activism, she eventually fell back
and stopped coming to the meetings altogether. During our interview, I found out that she no
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longer identified with the DIFS Movement, as she said in her own words often, “So, when I was
with DIFS …” and then she directed much of the conversation around reasons for her
disengagement. At the beginning of our interview, Salima recalled her last DIFS meeting. She
stated, “I said that stuff that was working for them in the 60s to help make change … ain’t
working in the 2000s.” Salima also did not like when the committee canceled her Opt-Out
campaign; however, what prompted her to leave was when DIFS sought a grant to maintain their
extra-curricular schooling. Salima nearly screamed with anger while explaining to me why this
was bad, in her opinion. She expressed, “You’re not independent anymore because the
government funding for that better building came [at the cost of accepting] their education.
What does their education get us?” She was angered for a moment until she realized I was there
interviewing her to fulfill the requirements for a Ph.D., then she calmed down and continued her
thoughts.
Salima was straightforward about her identity and relationship with the general Black
community, as she stated, “I'm not Afrocentric. Okay. I am whatever is going to elevate your
mind centered.” Salima accepts the terminology of Mama and Baba, in which Afrocentric
ideology has adopted from the Swahili language; however, she does not accept the identity of
being Black or Afrocentric. For this differentiation, I have omitted using the term “Mama” when
speaking of Salima, as not to contradict the use of the term among those in the DIFS/Afrocentric
community. However, Salima is the perfect example of African American communities in the
United States not being homogenous. A different identity, ideology, and cultural history made
Salima feel unwelcome in the DIFS Movement, which openly stated they use Afrocentric
principles in the structure of the movement and opened its doors to people of all ethnic
backgrounds to build a united movement. After the interview, it was evident that I needed to be
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careful about labeling all dark-skinned people as African American, African, or even Black.
Salima and I had an open and honest interview, although she thought she might have
offended me with some of her comments. Nonetheless, she did not hold back her feelings, and
she would preface her harsher statements with a disclaimer. For example, there was one moment
in our interview that Salima thought she might offend me because of my level of education. She
stated, “No offense, but I don’t trust Black people who want to be a part of them … but I trust
you.” She referred to “them” as the current political establishment of the United States, the
assimilated folks, or simply put, White people. Despite her not being Afrocentric, or identifying
as African American or Black, Salima’s disengagement from the DIFS Movement can be
summed up as a faction of the Black community, a difference of personal philosophy. Salima
trusted me enough to talk to me about her disengagement and personal beliefs.
Salima’s argument is reminiscent of the Garveyite Movement, the Malcolm X Movement,
and even the Black Power Movement of the 1970s, each pit against another movement that was
also fighting for equality within the system or liberation outside of the system. There was no
indication that Salima aligned herself or agreed with any of the ideologies of the former social or
political movements. She had left the DIFS Movement because she felt disengaged. Particularly,
she felt like an outsider to the Afrocentric philosophy and was opposed to the Afrocentric
teachings.
Other people may have originally come to DIFS seeking a cultural movement they could
align with, but Salima decided she was not a fit after a few meetings. Salima seemed to have
multiple reasons for disengaging that could be generalized to others. It may be beneficial for the
movement to find the disengaged and survey them. Those who leave the movement may not
always fit within these generalizations. However, it is essential to remember that each person in
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the DIFS movement is an individual from a different background who can shape the
environment. Salima left DIFS because she felt she could no longer shape that environment and
did not want the DIFS environment to impact her.
Engaging Volunteers
Many volunteers who are still active began with the forming of the DIFS Movement,
albeit some came from multiple organizations before the structure and goals of the movement
were set in bylaws; many went back to their respective organizations to continue to make a
change in their own ways. Some volunteers who attended the DIFSM meetings came from
independent institutions and adopted the concept of Freedom Schools or some political action
that fit within their current mission and ongoing projects into their own organization. Some
volunteers do not participate in the capacity development for DIFS. Instead, they take the call
for activism back to their smaller communities. Further, transportation is often a big issue in
youth participation in programs; therefore, one volunteer organized a Freedom School within her
own community network, The Shrine of the Black Madonna, a global Black Christian Nationalist
religious organization.
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Mama Hanifa. Both Mama Aneb and Shea have described Mama Hanifa as the woman
who “wears the colorful crochet hat.” That description allowed me to identify her at one of the
planning meetings, where I asked to interview her. Generally, Mama Hanifa never attends the
planning meetings at the start time and often gets up to leave early before the meeting ends.
However, when she is present, she offers dynamic input, takes on tasks, and organizes
committees. Her focus is the Detroit Black Food Security Network (DBFSN), in which she
brings a wealth of knowledge and activism to the DIFSM community, working to eliminate food
deserts, community hunger, and food insecurity. As an elder, Mama Hanifa has been active in
various community projects over the years but has settled into this one area in food security.
DBFSN also runs D-Town Farms, a seven-acre farm in the River Rouge area of Detroit.
Mama Hanifa works at DBFSN and volunteers concurrently for DIFS, D-Town Farms, and The
Shrine by running a youth program. Food Warrior teaches children aged 5-12 about growing and
preparing food raised in urban raised farm beds. In the interview, Mama Hanifa described how
she saw her role in the DIFS Movement at her office on McNichols, stating, “Part of what we do
in our Food Warriors program is work to re-envision what agriculture looks like for us as people
of African descent and our children.” She acknowledged the painful past that some African
Americans still carry from the burden of chattel slavery and included, “But they also understand
that growing food is not something they should be ashamed of.” She explained that her role in
the DIFS Movement was not limited to just Freedom Schools. Although projects with DBFSN
around gardening education and food justice consume nearly 60% of her time, she also creates
and coordinates the Freedom School curriculum at her church, The Shrine of the Black Madonna
(The Shrine) and raises her 16-year-old granddaughter. Mama Hanifa described her level of
involvement in multiple programs as “continuing the work of the ancestors.”
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According to Mama Hanifa, The Shrine of the Black Madonna church is grounded in the
social movements of Detroit, and it had a Freedom School during the 1960s. In fact, many social
justice activists, including Cardinal Karamo Ron Hewitt (The founder of the Unify Detroit
Coalition) and Detroit’s beloved Kwame Kilpatrick (Former Mayor who is currently serving
prison time for his alleged corruption on the Detroit City Mayor’s Office and City Council) often
trained at the Shrine in their young adult days. Mama Hanifa claimed that many Detroit
politicians had a relationship with the Shrine’s founder, Jaramogi Abebe Agyeman, also known
by his American name, Rev. Albert B. Cleage. He is known around the world as the father of
Black liberation theology. This theology was taught to politicians, community leaders, and
members of the church would also spread Reverend Jaramogi’s message. The Shrine also has
other institutions and churches around the world and in places including Atlanta, Houston, and
Liberia, West Africa. Detroit is home to The Temple and The Shrine’s Bookstore, which is
currently closed for renovations, and The Shrine also owns a 4000-acre farm in South Carolina.
In addition to training activists for social justice movements of the past, The Shrine is also
credited for bringing people to consciousness in Black theology, training politicians to fight for
the rights of Black people, and knighting members into their African names through rites of
passage events. The Shrine is passing down the right to knowledge through a community
education platform.
Mama Hanifa recalled her first experience coming to consciousness when she was in her
mid-twenties. Ever since, she has been a devoted member of the Shrine of the Black Madonna,
where she found refuge and purpose as a young Black person seeking to know the truth. She
recalled her childhood and described a few moments for the interview:
I grew up in the Shrine of the Black Madonna. I mean, literally, I joined The Shrine in

75
1978 ... Yeah, this month will be my 41st anniversary. And so, I grew up in a culture of
pride. A culture that said, we ourselves are enough, but more importantly, a culture that
taught me that first of all, the myth of our inferiority is just that it’s a myth, and that we as
people of African descent have everything already that we need to build the power that
we must have in order to be a free people.
Although the Shrine and DBFSN are separate entities that have been in existence longer,
they are a part of the DIFS Movement. The Shrine has been heavily active in Afrocentric
education since its founding. The DIFS Movement is a collective movement of individuals and
organizations, which sometimes carry out the practice of Afrocentric education differently than
other Freedom School sites within the DIFS Movement. Everything Mama Hanifa does is rooted
in Afrocentric culture, from her daily employment at the DBFSN, her work at D-Town Farms, to
her Freedom School curriculum of Food Warriors, hosted at The Shrine. She wears multiple hats
but carefully coordinates her work in the community to not get burned out. I asked what keeps
her sane and how she keeps creating and attending meetings and events. She passionately
replied:
What keeps me sane is my love for Black people. And knowing that I am not in this
alone, not on this plane or the other. And I talk to my ancestors on a daily basis before I
leave, before I walk out of my door. Every morning, I sit down at my altar. So that’s
what keeps me sane.
As a former employee of both previous Afrocentric Schools in Detroit, Ayisha Shule and
Nsoroma, Mama Hanifa is dedicated to the Afrocentric development of Black children, which
can sometimes give other organizers who are unfamiliar with Afrocentric ideology the wrong
impression. One example is when one organizer brought up the idea of Youth-Driven Spaces, a
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new jargon word concept that promotes youth activism in traditionally adult-led spaces, such as
non-profit organizations or community centers that provide youth programming. The word is
unique, but the idea is more familiar with the Freedom Schools of the 1960s and 70s, where a
student-centered curriculum was created to help understand the exact issues youth were dealing
with within their daily lives. The misunderstanding of the concept led to the dissolution of the
Teenage DIFS program, leaving a void in the mission of the DIFS Movement. Some new
organizers who willingly accept the most modern trending educational reform method may have
misinterpreted the intent of the DIFS Movement using Afrocentric principles and not adopting
the latest educational reform methods. Mama Hanifa provided clarity by explaining her intent
with the youth in The Movement. She explained:
You know, I think that’s [youth-led spaces are] important. I think that there should be
youth-led spaces, but those youth-led spaces don’t happen in a vacuum. So, they have to
have some grounding. They have to have some preparation, and that’s what our work is.
That’s what I'm doing. I’m preparing them for that.
She cited an African Proverb that summed up her point accurately: “The young cannot
teach tradition to the old.” She continued, “We have to set the foundation for them so that we
know what they are taking to those spaces is well-grounded, is affirmed, and it comes from our
truth. It comes from our truth.” Mama Hanifa stated that she understands the importance of
children seeing adults relating to other adults and other children in space. As in some other
interviews, the importance of relationship-building was discussed with volunteers and the
children they are developing. Although some organizers who have since become disengaged
with the DIFS Movement have claimed that the DIFS volunteers do not pay much attention to
the children of the community, Mama Hanifa refuted the adverse claim by describing her type of
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community. She stated, “My community is a group of people who are like-minded; [People] who
have the same commitment to work, to develop, and to make this a better place for all of us.”
Mama Hanifa understands that not everybody at the DIFS Movement is familiar with Afrocentric
principles but believes that learning to understand African history is more than about the dogma
of accepting a value system. She stated, “You can learn the African History. You can learn the
accomplishments, or you can learn our historical record … But it’s more about this
connectedness. Because it’s the connectedness that gives you the desire for the other stuff.”
Freedom Schools help to foster that connectedness by just being that space for the
connectivity of the community. The purpose of an organizer in that space becomes subjective to
the goals of the space. While Afrocentric principles are part of the driving factors of the DIFSM,
the acceptance of the principles is not required, but the understanding is. When seeking to work
in any space that is led by African Americans for African Americans, it is especially important to
sit back and understand what their current values, mission, and principles are before attempting
to offer the newest educational reform or the latest trends in the failure of our educational
system. However, not all Americans are familiar with or accept the ideology of Afrocentric
education. While Mama Hanifa is wholly driven by the concept, Salima completely refuses the
entire ideology that all people are from Africa and refuses to teach her children that they are
African or Black. This simply speaks to the great diversity of thinking in the African American
community and the great miseducation of people in America about the global concepts of the
world. It is important to note that a volunteer’s opinion of Afrocentric philosophy is not an
indicator of how active or inactive they may be within the DIFS Movement.
Creating Active Volunteers
Of the volunteers I interviewed and observed, only five claimed to be familiar with
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Afrocentric principles. Those five volunteers were directly trained since youth in Afrocentric
justice through various opportunities in their lives. The other seven volunteers either had a
coming to consciousness moment in social justice or had a childhood experience with their
education that drove their purpose to serve within the DIFS Movement. Eric and Kwamenah are
active volunteers that I met in the DIFS Meetings on my return to serve in the movement. They
were recommended to interview by my key participant Mama Aneb. Both volunteers are
incredibly active in the DIFS Movement, although they may not attend every meeting or event.
The two come from different backgrounds and perspectives about the use of Afrocentric
principles in the Movement.
Eric Porter. Eric was asked, “How long have you been organizing in general?” He
replied with, “55 years! I remember at seven years old, and now I’m 62! It’s a lifelong thing.”
Eric is like many of the volunteers in the movement. He is retired from his profession and still
seeks ways to stay connected. He is new to the city of Detroit and unfamiliar with the history of
emergency state managers and poverty challenges of the city; however, he engages in civil rights
work. He grew up in Mississippi, walked picket lines with his parents, and even participated in
one of the first forced school integrations after the Brown v. Board of Education case in 1954.
His father was a local pastor, and Eric generally was involved in things that helped the Civil
Rights Movement. He stated, “So that kind of was the influence for me,” He recalled mostly his
childhood experiences and going off to college where he joined a Fraternity. “I went to a PWI,
… and the Omega Psi Phi organization influenced me because they are the kind of group for
Blacks to come to if we wanted to get together, had registration issues, or anything like that.”
The fraternity he joined is known nationally for its civic work in the community and promoting
Black culture.
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Eric moved to Detroit for his retirement just two years ago and found the DIFS
Movement through a friend of a friend. He started attending the planning meetings and has
attended almost all, except when he is traveling. At the meetings, Eric participates in the
dialogue, makes suggestions to the team, and picks up several tasks that seem relatively easy to
him as a retired IT tech. He comes early and stays late and donates his time and money to get the
jobs done for DIFS. Although Eric has been around Black civic activities his entire life, he was
unfamiliar with the Afrocentric culture within DIFS. He admitted he felt uncomfortable with it
at first and then learned some of the terminologies as he attended the meetings. He now uses
some of the words and phrases that he hears within the group appropriately; however, he has not
taken on an African name. Eric stated, “I’m just here to do the work.” He also stated that he had
taken no official role or title within DIFS. Instead, he is just happy to have a place to volunteer
with like-minded people.
Kwamenah Mensa. One of those like-minded people is another retired gentleman,
Kwamenah. Unlike Eric, Kwamenah is familiar with Afrocentric values and, like Mama Hanifa,
has participated in a Rites of Passage ceremony to receive his African name. He stated, “My
name was given to me by … an esteemed elder (now ancestor), Baba Kwame Amen-Ra. His
name was bestowed on me because of the community work I had done through the years.”
Under his government name, Kwamenah served the Detroit City Council for some years before
the State Emergency Management debacle occurred. After retiring from the city, Kwamenah
started a travel agency with his wife and began organizing trips from the United States to various
countries in Africa. He was 50 years old when his mentor told him it was time to get rid of his
government name, so he had his naming ceremony in Ghana on the West Coast of Africa.
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Kwamenah grew up in an Afrocentric culture, referring to elders in the community as
Mama and Baba, and pointed to a specific point in time when he became even more conscious in
his Afrocentric journey. He belonged to another organization called ASCAC (The Association
for the Study of Classical African Civilization), where he and two other brothers organized
scholarly conferences in Detroit that were well attended by significant figures in Black Studies
for several years. When one of his friends passed away, he inherited hundreds of books in the
Black Studies discipline that he is trying to donate to the DIFS Movement. Kwamenah described
the moment with a gleam of light in his eyes, stating:
We were trying to determine where we can have these books placed and have them do the
best good for the community because we figured that the students, the high school
students, they needed to hear to have access to this research. You know, this was serious
African research.
A couple of months later, Kwamenah ran into Mama Aneb at Detroit’s Concert of Colors.
Mama Aneb had been one of his instructors when he attended Wayne State University. He
remembered running into her quite often in the city at different cultural events, so he told her
about the books. He recalled, “And she approached me about the Independent Freedom Schools
… She invited me to the [general planning] meetings … and I approached the group with all
these books and materials we had, and how this could be helpful.” Members of DIFS helped him
find a place to store the books, which ended up in storage at The Wright, but without an action
plan to use them, they have “Just been sitting on the books,” Kwamenah stated.
After the books were stored, Kwamenah continued to attend the general planning
meetings and was sought out to team up with another member interested in starting a student
garden at The Wright. He recounted:
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I was approached because of my work with D-Town Farm and the Detroit Black
Community Food Security Network. I was one of the founding members. It was about
forty of us that started. Mama Hanifa was one of the members of the organization, you
know, from the beginning. And plus, I was one of the first farm managers and helped
organize the farm.
On my researcher tour route, I did not visit D-Town Farms due to seasonal timing. The
Farm is not open in the winter months. Kwamenah and I joked about my not having been there
yet for a few seconds as he repeated, “You need to go!” I responded, stating that I want to go. He
continued, “I’m over here telling you concepts that …,” then ended his sentence abruptly when
he realized that I am not from Detroit and did not know many of his references. He shifted
upward in his chair to sit more upright, looked me straight in my eyes, and responded, “You
missed everything!” He chuckled as he began to name things, I was unfamiliar with. Kwamenah
stated, “Bio-Blitz! We always bring the kids from DIFS over to the Bio Blitz over at the Farm.
They have nature walks and stuff like that.” The Farm is in the Rouge Park area of Detroit on
West Outer Drive, between Plymouth and West Chicago.
Kwamenah has helped create and coordinate programs in the Freedom Schools at
multiple sites, including the adult Freedom School classes. He has even taught a session on
Touring Africa. He started bringing his grandchildren to the Freedom School at the Shrine and
convinced his daughter to get involved in the DIFS Movement. Kwamenah attended Detroit
Public Schools before the deterioration, so he sent his children to a Catholic school instead.
There were no Afrocentric schools at that time. From his previous work in the City Council, he
observed the setting up of the school to prison pipeline and “paid a lot of tuition” to keep his
children from the disarray. He described the conditions he sidestepped by paying for private
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schooling for his kids:
We’ve gone through this whole process of schools closing, and the deteriorating
conditions in the schools, no toilet paper, the water is, uh, water fountains have been
tested with lead and all of that. And so, we just get up there and complain, you know,
complain about it, or you can do something about it. So that was the whole emphasis for
the Freedom Schools. Anyway, as a result of them [The State of Michigan] deliberately
destroying the public-school system, especially in cities that were predominantly Black
and Brown, the state has taken over with Emergency Management [and] the publicschool system’s siphoning our public tax dollars into charter schools. And so, I don’t
need to tell you the dismal state of the public school system. The setting up of the whole
school to prison pipeline. Et Cetera, et cetera. So that is why I got involved because I
have grandkids in the system. I came through the Detroit Public Schools. I’ve had
problems with the public school system for as far as we had it when I was in school in the
1960s and 70s, and when my children, my oldest children too, started school, I put them
at Catholic school, you know, and I paid a lot of tuition. You know, and so.
So, what do you do when the city’s entire school system is crumbling?
Even though Kwamenah put his children through Catholic school, later, when his
children were out of school, he served on the Detroit City Council. During his time at the city
council, he supported all the Afrocentric schools (Malcolm X, Ayisha Shule, Paul Robeson, and
Nsoroma) in the Detroit area with programs. When the Afrocentric schools were the first to
close when the state took over, alarms when off in Kwamenah’s mind. He stated:
So, we have a whole cadre or a generation of kids coming up that do not know their
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history and do not know their culture, you know? Yes, this is very alarming and very
concerning to me because I feel that people without their culture, they have problems
down the road.
Kwamenah has also been active in community work his whole life and served the
community for years in various capacities before joining the DIFS Movement. His passion for
serving comes from his own experiences with the education system of the city, and he has
refused to allow horrible learning conditions to impact his own and other children in the
community. His experience creating community programs for youth and adults makes him a
vital asset to the DIFS Movement and one of the DIFS active volunteers.
Although Eric and Kwamenah’s childhood profiles differ, they both sought to remain
involved in community work after retirement. Their active status remains by continued returns
to meetings, teaching sessions as needed to the community, and picking up tasks for DIFS
activities. Both volunteers bring their skills learned from the workforce to the DIFSM table and
take away responsibilities to continue the fight for quality education. Although forced
integration is now a movement of the past and most schools that remain open in the city are
hardly diverse, people connected to some part of the struggle for freedom in their youth continue
the fight in this new movement. They are working on training the next generation for action. As
DIFS volunteers at general planning meetings collaborate minds to create unique experiences for
Detroit’s school-aged children, the coordinating committee works to find ways to recruit, train,
and retain volunteers.
Organizing as a Rite
In this case, I looked at two middle-aged men within the DIFS Movement from the
Detroit Life Organization (formerly known as the Detroit Life Coalition). Both are
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representatives of the same community organization in the DIFS Movement. Each also has a
high level of understanding of Afrocentric principles and a history of incorporating those
principles into their community organizing work. The Detroit Life Organization (Byndloss)
mainly focuses on three areas of youth development: education, employment, and safety. For
over a decade, DLO has been doing community youth work and collaborating with other
grassroots community organizations such as Keep the Vote, No Take Over, and We the People of
Detroit. The partnering of these and many other organizations at one community meeting started
the DIFS Movement, which was initially a response to the youth demand for individuals and
organizations to take more action to provide better youth development in the city of Detroit.
DLO sat back during the first initial meeting before directly getting involved, which is expected
with the level of expertise in their organization.
Maulana is a Detroit native, “an African man living in America,” as he described himself,
as well as a corporate executive and father to a child attending Freedom schools. Maulana is
named after the scholar Dr. Maulana Karenga and graduated from Detroit’s first Afrocentric high
school, Ayisha Shule. Kamau is also an African American corporate executive, born and raised
in Detroit, who refuses to leave his city behind. However, many of his family members have left
Detroit for better opportunities in the South. Kamau firmly believes he is setting an example for
future generations just as mentors paved the way for his generation to become visibly successful
in the city of Detroit. As a result of their conscious parents, both middle-aged men are conscious
of Afrocentric principles and cultural behaviors that shape developments in the Black
community. Unlike some of the elders, who have a chosen African or community name as
Mama Hanifa defined it, as well as an American or “government name” as Kwamenah described
it, these two middle-aged men have African heritage names as their government names.
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Conscious-Raising Volunteers
A conscious volunteer is well-versed in Afrocentric principles and uses this consciously
in their community organizing work. Consciousness-raising is one goal of Afrocentric
philosophy. Many of the DIFS Movement volunteers I did not interview can be described in this
category; they are conscious of Afrocentricity and active in providing services using Afrocentric
knowledge. The two examples provided of Maulana and Kamau are also talents I found in most
of the participants. However, purpose is the one difference between some of the DIFSM
participants and the following two participants that will be introduced. Additionally, the
Afrocentric fact #3: Nia—Purpose, is highly demonstrated among these volunteers’ actions.
The significant Afrocentric value represented in DIFS is Nia. Nia (purpose) is a vital
value among volunteers in the DIFS movement, as each could describe their reason for joining
the movement and their specific contributions to the movement. DIFS also helps youth find their
purpose and explore these values through its curriculum, so volunteers should be familiar with
the values even if they disagree with them. However, the values are so inclusive; for one to
disagree would be a practice of individualism, putting one’s ideals over the needs of the group.
The DIFSM works by consensus so that Eurocentric values like individualism are addressed by
understanding the group’s accepted philosophy.
Maulana. I met Maulana upon my first entrance to the DIFS Movement but had not
been able to build a rapport with him until later in my research when I attended events outside of
the planning meetings. Maulana was the typical facilitator of the planning meetings. Even
though it was not an official role and anyone was encouraged to lead facilitation at different
meetings, Maulana was the go-to guy who people felt comfortable driving. This could have been
due to how he seemed to get the party started when he arrived prepared for the moment with his
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Bluetooth speaker and played one of his jazzy playlists from his phone. It could also have been
because he volunteered to print the agendas for the meeting every week. The meetings did not
get started until Maulana arrived and typically ended when he reminded everyone, “it was about
that time,” his phrase often used at the end of the planning meetings. I did not have the same
rapport with Maulana as I had developed with some other DIFS members. I was forced to be
very specific and slightly structured in my questioning because he did not speak otherwise. To
help break away from the rigid interview structure he might have expected, I asked him to tell
me about his childhood. After listening to his narrative, we developed a closer connection.
I asked Maulana to elaborate many times and tried to understand his leadership in the
group and his purpose. DIFS does not use Robert’s Rules of Order, where it limits the number of
times a person can speak on a subject and has other structural rules. Off-script, I asked him how
he navigates the power and structure in the meetings. He related:
Well, I try to be as open, honest, and clear as possible, so part of the way I do it is, “hey,
we only got two minutes on this topic.” So, if it goes past that two minutes, if you still
have this idea that you need to discuss, how about we organize some time to talk offline.
That way, we’re not pushing you down; we just said we can’t have that discussion here
because that’s not the purpose of it. So, you know, still given an opportunity to share
their full belief … but at the same time, keeping the meeting at all times.
Maulana preferred to be called a facilitator rather than the meeting leader, and he insisted
that he is simply a volunteer who does the work that needs to be done. He stated, “My role and
part of the role is really to assist where I can be useful. So, if that means getting napkins, making
phone calls, facilitating meetings, that’s kind of the avenue I lead through.” I interviewed
Maulana and became curious about his definition of his identity and how it might have been
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different from identifying as Black or African American. He was initially baffled by the question
and responded with, “What you talking about, Willis?” citing the famous Gary Coleman quote
with a big smirk on his face, and head turned to the side. I explained further because I was aware
that asking how one prefers to identify usually relates to gender or sexual orientation in most
scenarios.
I realized that I had more of an interest in the different identities of what I had previously
generalized as Black people in America. As I tried to backpedal in my inquiry, he laughed and
decided to expound on his meaning. Maulana identified himself as an “African man living in
America.” There was a short pause in our conversation as I tried to understand. I questioned,
“An African-American man living in America?” He clarified, “No, I’m an African man living in
America.” Trying not to offend, I asked, “What’s the difference?” He thought only a second
then replied, “The only difference is because you can have Black people that don’t have the
same, um, intention or integrity to move the movement forward. Has nothing to do with your
skin.” His response taught me that Maulana is conscious of his identity and the identity of the
movement as Afrocentric.
Maulana identified the DIFS meetings as “open public space,” yet still a Black space
focused on Black issues, just not organized only by Black people. Thus, although DIFS is an
Afrocentric movement focusing on solutions to longstanding problems in the predominantly
Black city of Detroit, it is not just a movement for Blacks by Blacks. It was interesting to see
how each person related to Afrocentricity. For Maulana’s case, it was interesting to see how he
connected the movement to the culture and that DIFS connects diverse identities to focus on
Black issues. Maulana stated:
I think one way it connects is this whole identity. Identifying that there is an issue and
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trying to resolve the issue to the best of our knowledge. That’s one way to connect. The
other way is trying to be as culturally relevant and sensitive to the time. I think that’s one
of the things that makes DIFS kind of unique in a way… But I think what DIFS tried to
do is just really try to focus on education, which I think is important.
He was curious about my intent with the research almost more than any other participant.
Before giving me any details about himself, he made an effort to understand what my writing and
dissemination plans were for this research. Maulana asked, “You’re writing a book on DIFS?” I
responded, “Well, I’m writing a dissertation about DIFS and then doing a media project for
DIFS.” I knew he already knew my intent to conduct research since he was also involved in the
coordinating committee, the decision-making team in the DIFS Movement. Still, I expounded on
how in my dissertation, I had complete control over the narrative and that I intended to shed light
on the movement and the educational crisis in Detroit. After that explanation, he seemed to relax
a little, now knowing my intent was not malicious.
Maulana had every right to question me and my motives, although I was caught off guard
at first. His impression of the movement was to create organizers, not heroes, so he was
naturally curious about my emotional connection to the movement outside of my intent to
research. He may have been even cautious that speaking to one fickle person could paint the
DIFSM in a negative light and ruin years of hard work and accomplishments. As our
conversation continued, it was more assuring to him and more informative for me. Maulana and
I talked about purpose in detail and its connection to the movement through individuals who
participate. He stressed the importance of listening and learning from individuals, but
individualism was not his preference. He stated, “Everything is just, is so individualized. That’s
how people control us is because they push individuality.” Maulana later revealed that he was
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wary of people who promoted individualism over the group’s needs, as it went against the intent
of what the group said they wanted to do. He expressed: “I think that being purposeful is the
most important thing. You know, if you don’t have a purpose, you can believe you’re not gonna
be determined if you don’t know what to be determined for.”
Kamau. In contrast to Maulana’s curiousness about my intent, Kamau was more open,
talkative, and straightforward about sharing his background and experience with community
organizing. Maulana and Kamau were buddies and part of the same organization. However,
Kamau is the ‘political guy’ of the DLO and has spent much of his time creating experiences for
Detroit youth exposure to politicians and political events. I interviewed Kamau early in the
research, as he was one that Mama Aneb recommended. Our conversation involved the
politicization of DIFS and educating volunteers and youth impacted by the educational crisis.
From Kamau, I learned of the word politicize, which means to encourage or educate others to
care about specific social causes or political beliefs. As “the political guy,” we talked a lot about
the challenges of organizing with people who have drastically different political values. When I
asked if DIFS was a democratic movement, I did not expect his answer. “No,” he replied and
continued. “No” He replied. Remember, we deal by consensus. That’s a whole different piece,
right? You know, because voting can be manipulated. We experienced that in society.”
Kamau is also a part of the coordinating committee, who wrote the bylaws of the DIFS
Movement to especially include that consensus. I did not have to ask why, as Kamau was ready
to explain., relating, “Because all of our opinions are important, all of us can agree.” To Kamau,
the diversity in the movement is an excellent opportunity for everyone to politicize their own
people about the values of the movement. When a group deals with consensus voting, some may
think that some people’s voices are not being heard. However, this occurs in a democracy where
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a majority vote rules. Still, Kamau insisted that people can always come in and express their
feelings about something or share a different perspective. However, the movement has been
collectively decided to be Afrocentric by consensus, and everybody is on one accord. “It’s the
spinal cord,” Kamau reiterated, expressing the importance and need for the Afrocentric
perspective to be at the center of the DIFS movement. He also stated:
The greater difference in culture, the harder it is to oppress, so we got to get to the
Afrocentric philosophy, period. We get to that; it takes care of itself because, as folks
come in, they understand that. Right? So, as they got that philosophy, and they’ve been
stewed in it. You ain’t gotta teach them every little thing cause the philosophy is gon’
drive it because you can’t answer every little question. So, it’s not ‘the Africans were
going to spit on the law.’ Not the letter of the law! This society is the letter of the law,
and they hide behind it.
Kamau then reflected on a tape where he heard a speech from Reverend Albert Cleage,
founder of the Shrine of the Black Madonna. He stated, “He was like: ‘Laws are made for Black
people because there is no law a White person respects. When he said that, that always stuck
with me … that made sense.” As “the political guy,” Kamau brought the conversation back to
his points about democracy to support his claims, stating:
You know, I mention that only because we’re following and falling in. That’s why when
you said ‘Democratic,’ I almost jumped on you! Nah, I’m just playing, you know. (We
both laughed). But I understand what you meant. But we got to be careful with that,
because Democrat, because we say Democratic, and folks already know; didn’t Trump
win? (Yea). That was a democratic process (right). So, how he didn’t win then? Explain
that to me.
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Kamau was referring to the 2016 election where Hillary Clinton received the popular vote, and
Donald Trump won through votes from the electoral college. He expressed a sentiment that
many people in the United States also feel about the electoral college compromise, which is
relative to the historical upset victory of President Andrew Jackson, a President that supposedly
flipped the racial ideology of the Republican Party. One political misunderstanding in Black
communities is their political identity as either Republican or Democrat, or neither. In fact, one
reason the “Black vote” is important in national elections is because of the independent swing
vote, and African Americans lack the trust of politicians. Kamau helped me to understand the
reason Afrocentric philosophy does not use the democratic as a process or terminology. He
continued:
So, we say I’m democratic, but it ain’t democratic. It really is a plutocracy. That’s what
it is. It’s not Democratic. It is a plutocracy masking as a democracy. So, let’s stop. You
know, but people don’t under[stand] ... you have to walk people through a process, right,
for people to see that.
Plutocracy is the political or governing system in a society controlled by the wealthy,
rather than the idea of a majority-ruled democracy, which would be the working class and poor
(99% of the nation). The ideology of a plutocracy can be seen in the educational crisis that
Detroit faces. Notably, the state has taken over school district administration and closed
neighborhood schools. Detroit is a society where billionaires believe they can buy elections, and
foundations believe they can control the educational curriculum. It is neoliberalism, where the
formally educated believe they are better at decision-making than the average affected
community members. Detroit is a place where those who did not receive a college degree are
shunned and rendered voiceless.
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As the researcher, understanding this process made me take a step back to understand
who I was and my purpose for doing this research. DIFS has several members who are formally
educated, and some even with terminal degrees. The movement also has members who did not
attend college or do not possess a high school diploma. Executing a democratic process in the
movement might have shut out some of the voices most crucial to its success. Kamau stated,
“That’s why I’m so adamant about Afrocentricity [which uses the consensus process] because it
is ‘we’ that make the decision. All of our stuff is valued, and that’s what DIFS is.” Also, Kamau
admitted that it is not a perfect process because “you are still dealing with humans who were
Africans in America, who we all have been poisoned.” I did not ask Kamau how he culturally
identified, but his identity and position were made clear from his last statements in the interview.
He related, “So this process [Afrocentricity] is what helps us if we’re serious about it.” It
became clear to me after the interviews with Kamau and Maulana that I needed to reflect on my
position on Afrocentric philosophy and understand where I am in ‘the process’ to help find my
purpose.
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Chapter 5: Findings
Affirming, the first step to joining a movement, agrees with its purpose. Essentially,
answering why you want to join the movement will affirm your purpose. Arriving is significant
to a movement. More than anything, people need to show up. When people show up, it is
assumed that they are interested in being a part of the movement; however, that does not qualify
them to act. The arriving stage is when a person needs to understand what the group is about and
decide if they want to continue. This stage can determine if a person comes back to the meetings
to volunteer. Thus, returning to the meetings is the next phase of the process. People often show
up to a meeting to volunteer and do not come back, and the group has no idea why the potential
volunteer left. One possible reason some may only attend one meeting is they failed to make
connections. As such, building community and rapport with those seated nearby is part of the
process.
While some volunteers just want to come and do the work, part of the work is learning
and understanding. Once a volunteer understands their purpose for joining the movement, they
become engaged in the movement. At the engaged point in the process, the volunteer is a
productive member of the movement. After a volunteer becomes fully engaged, they begin to
create things in the movement, lead committees and give more of their skills and services to the
movement.
The final stage is consciousness-raising, which occurs when a volunteer brings other
people “a plate of knowledge.” When everyone in the movement is on the same page, nobody
goes hungry; everybody eats so that they can stand together. Consciousness-raising is an overall
goal of any Afrocentric Movement; however, it is not only the intended goal, and sometimes, it is
a secondary or underlying goal achieved by connecting with the community.
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Summary
After analyzing ten interviews from a diverse, self-selected group of volunteers in the
DIFS movement, 90 days of direct observation, and nearly a year of participation, I understood
Afrocentric theory in a community organizing movement. The goal was to answer two
questions: (a) What are Detroiters doing? (b) How does DIFS use Afrocentric principles in the
Movement? By exploring the engagement purposes of the selected volunteers, I identified the
types of activities that DIFS worked on and how individual members used Afrocentric
philosophy to push forward a movement.
The Detroit Independent Freedom School is not a homogenous group; therefore, it was
challenging to generalize the movement. Instead, I explored the diversity within the volunteers of
the Movement. Although an Afrocentric philosophy is the backbone of the DIFS Movement, not
every volunteer completely understood or identified as Afrocentric. My initial concern was that
this might pose a problem in organizing together on the same page, but I later realized that
Afrocentric philosophy is the main page for DIFS.
I listened to 10 different perspectives about their purpose and roles as volunteers in the
movement. I concluded that once comfortable, volunteers offer their time and skills happily.
Also, it was necessary to understand how volunteers provide their service within an Afrocentric
movement. There is a process to becoming a community organizer and another process to first
seek to understand, then be understood. I found that there is also a process of misunderstanding
and a process of miseducation that must be addressed among the movement.
As a movement, DIFS creates a process of detoxification, decolonization, and perhaps
de-assimilation from toxic Eurocentric values. As opposed to values that neoliberalism,
neocolonialism, and neoconservatism offer, Afrocentricity seeks to bring about unity rather than
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valuing individualism in the community. By centering the Movement in Afrocentrism,
Eurocentric values tend to fade, and the concern for Africans in America grows stronger.
The Wrap-Up
At the end of the year, the Afrocentric community celebrates Kwanzaa, which encourages
the seven principles as values among the community. Kwanzaa is not a religious celebration, but
one created to educate, inspire, and empower African people who are disconnected from their
cultural history. After volunteering in the group for three months, I was confident that I could
create something for the movement. During that time, there was a void, and the volunteers were
exhausted from work being done each week. It was the end of the year, and I figured I would
recognize the volunteers, and we could celebrate Kwanzaa together. I knew that my input and
suggestion would influence the group. Part of my reasoning for bringing the topic up was my
yearning for a Kwanzaa celebration and an opportunity for one last group observation of the
DIFS community when they were not in meeting mode.
Everyone at the table thought it was a great idea and instantly commissioned me to lead
the planning. Generally, in the movement, if you suggest something, you lead it or leave it alone.
The excitement of the group grew around the table as ideas started flowing from one member to
another. I circulated a sign-up sheet for a potluck, which was quickly filled up with many items
for the feast. “It’s a Karamu Feast!” one DIFS member exclaimed as she explained the definition
and practice of sharing during Kwanzaa. Karamu Ya Imani (a feast of faith) is a great feast that
takes place on the sixth day of Kwanzaa, December 31. Everyone at the meeting that night
volunteered to bring an item to the Karamu.
On the night of the celebration, the DIFS volunteers brought their families and friends to
the Cass Commons great room. Mama Aneb got her son to DJ, and Shea brought wine. The
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traditional Kwanza table was decorated with assorted items from the DIFS Community. Mama
Aneb brought fabric for the Mkeka (the mat). I brought my Gyname Kinara, red, Black, and
green candles, and a Pan-African flag. One person brought a wooden unity cup, and another
volunteer brought first fruits, symbolizing the fruits of labor. We did not have corn, which Mama
Aneb was troubled about, so she called one volunteer on the phone to get some from the market.
Ears of corn are symbolic for the children. One ear is placed on the mat for each child in
the family. Many children were in the room, so matching the number of ears of corn was
impossible, especially because it was out of harvest season. However, one volunteer brought an
ear of corn, unhusked and wrapped in a deli tray. We unwrapped it and placed it decoratively on
the table. The evening produced youth, dancers, and African drumming performances, followed
by a program welcoming, remembering, and recommitting to the cause of the movement. The
community group followed the traditions and values created by Dr. Maulana Karenga, that
helped millions of people find their purpose in their own culture.
After the Karamu, I helped clean up the room and bonded more with some DIFSM
members. This was a great way of getting to know people and would not have been possible in
the confines of a planning meeting. There were hugs and love as people shared the recipes and
leftovers. Shea even allowed me to take an unopened bottle of wine. At the next meeting, Mama
Aneb expressed the success of the Karamu and credited me for organizing my first DIFS event.
From that moment, I viewed myself as a community organizer with the DIFS movement. I was
ready to get started doing some consciousness-raising using my skill, writing this dissertation.
To become a community organizer, one does not have to complete all the stages and
phases and attend every community meeting for the year. Instead, one may become a
community organizer with little or a lot of experience, if the collective solutions with every voice
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in the community is embraced. Ultimately, embracing the philosophy of the movement makes
one an Afrocentric Organizer.
Conclusion
At the beginning of this research, I was unsure of what to expect or the questions that
should be asked to enhance my understanding of the educational crisis that Detroiters are
experiencing. I read many books about the Black experience in Detroit and the history of
Detroit, which now seem like common knowledge. I explored literature on community
education, which was limited as a discipline, and as a topic; it has changed historically from
programs to processes. A theory was never developed on community education and its many
connections to various forms of community work. During my early volunteer days, I found a
community education movement that uses Afrocentric principles to educate and politicize people
to organize and resist emergency management. The data were presented in two sections as an
embedded case study of the Detroit Independent Freedom School Movement and the volunteers
who make the Movement possible. The volunteers were at the core of this research because only
by volunteers’ service can the movement exist. The first section described my introduction to
the Detroit organizing scene and my immersion journey to understand the purpose of the Detroit
Independent Freedom School Movement. It addressed how I understood the effects of
neoliberalism in Detroit and the strategies the people of Detroit use to resist, educate, and
organize a massive ongoing educational movement. The first section was labeled Joining the
Movement and described interviews with select participants in the DIFS Movement, the
immersion participant observation experience, and the analysis of collected documents from the
field along with my field notes and research journal to present a focused narrative analysis.
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The second section revealed themes from the data and more volunteers’ voices, which
describe experiences that I did not participate in but are still significant for readers. The data did
not only reveal themes and answer my research questions, but it also illustrated how organizers
volunteered to respond to the educational crisis in their community. The data explained how
community education programs offer tools of liberation for volunteers in the movement and the
residents of Detroit. I used discourse analysis to interconnect volunteer stories with my own
participation experience in applying Afrocentric principles to discover the reasons behind
volunteers’ purpose for getting involved in community organizing.
Research Implications
To better understand the crisis people were experiencing in Detroit and the effects of
neoliberalism on this predominantly African American community, I joined the Detroit
Independent Freedom Schools Movement (DIFS or The Movement) as a volunteer who had
gained permission to conduct a research study within the group. Once I was immersed, I slowly
began to understand the Detroiter’s passionate need for grassroots activism. As an outsider to
Detroit, I found it necessary to build rapport with the group before doing any research, which
proved beneficial in understanding the educational crisis and the political movement. In addition,
it helped me ask the right questions at the right time. To help humanize this argument, I have
included some of my favorite texts from my research, which I classify as Community Education
texts, helped to guide this research. These texts are annotated in the Literature Review section of
Chapter 2: Teach Freedom by Payne and Strickland; Teaching Community by bell hooks; We are
an African People by Russel Rickford; and Community Educators by Patricia Hill-Collins. As a
researcher interested in grassroots organizing in impoverished African American communities, I
approached this research with the two familiar paths that I share with the group of Detroiters in
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this study: (a) community education and organizing, and (b) Afrocentric principles. Historically,
it has often been community organizers who ignite change in communities and politics, and
much of the organizing has been orchestrated by African Americans.
Future Research
This research is vital to bring awareness to politicians, legislators, and everyday
educators that African American communities are self-determined, community educated, and
capable of creating and controlling their community institutions. Additionally, it is essential to
show that everyday people can get involved in a movement fighting against the oppression that
has disproportionately impacted impoverished communities of color, regardless of their
background, ethnicity, cultural identity, level of education, or community affiliation. For many
years, quality education has been viewed through the lens of one’s responsibility to assimilate to
the American lifestyle, norms, and perspectives. These neoliberal perspectives have dominated
education legislation and helped to create the educational crisis in Detroit, Michigan, and other
African American communities across the United States. The State of Michigan took over
Detroit’s city council and public school system for 17 years, promoting democracy in false forms
of freedom, political majority rule and enabling the destabilization of the city’s public
institutions. As a result, Detroit residents organized a movement to combat the racist
undermining policies and undo the damage caused by the loss of community control and public
institutions.
Detroiters resist emergency management—the state takeover of public institutions that
occurs when politicians believe they can manage local institutions better than those elected by
the community. The failure of the state-run emergency takeover of Detroit’s Public Schools for
17 years has proven that elite power will not save the education system. However, some of my
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questions could not be answered during my research except by way of the lawsuit that was in
progress. It was the question that constantly arose to my mind during my research as the DIFS
Movement prepared their legal briefing for the case, Detroit Public School Students vs The State
of Michigan (2020). This case highlighted the bottom root to this current need to organize. The
State of Michigan claimed that children do not have a right to literacy, and therefore do not have
a right to education despite their mandate to attend school, and despite a generation of State
takeover of the Detroit Schools. Consistently the questioned remained in my mind, why don’t
children have a right to education? This question would be one to study further, especially after
a win against the State, proving that children do have a right to a quality basic education. The
movement’s goal is to resist the neoliberal destruction of public education however, the
movements concurrent goals is to affirm each child, each volunteer and teacher and organizer.
The Movements’ goals also include models of self-determination, and proven models of
community education programs that work, such as the Shrine’s Rite of Passage program, which
teaches members political strategies for humanizing Pan African rights all over the world.
Afrocentric Community Organizing is the method the DIFSM uses to resist the colonized
education processes. However, not all Detroit residents resist the control reorganization by the
government. Residents recognize the government’s attempt to privatize education but fail to see
how these abusive educational practices have affected other urban communities.
By using Afrocentric principles in the movement, volunteers can better connect and share
organizing ideas freely among the group. Detroit’s community-based leadership hopes to
empower residents to realize their capacity to produce new ways to care for the communities.
DIFS educates activists by empowering everyday residents. An overall accomplishment would
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start with increased community control and decreased community militarization in African
American communities.
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Appendix A: Glossary
Afrocentric Education or Afrocentric Education (ACE). The argument for Afrocentric
education consists of the crisis itself. Lomotey (1992) defines ACE: “Afrocentric education
seeks to meet a set of cultural, academic, and social goals. In this regard, it requires educators to
realize that academic achievement in and of itself is not enough.” (p. 457). The curriculum itself
encourages educators and children to view the word with a more focused and in-depth
perspective than a Eurocentric curriculum offers. Personnel relationships with students and their
families, as well as students' attitudes toward school, define Afrocentric school success, as well
as testing provided by the African Council of Independent Black Institutions.
ACE is also referred to as Afrocentric Education and is studied mainly in the Black
Studies discipline. Shockley (2011) summarizes ACE’s intent with his definition: “Afrocentric
education attempts to equip Black children with self-knowledge for the purpose of instilling in
them a sense of agency for the purpose of nation-building literally teaching Black children of the
responsibility to reproduce and build families.” (p. 1031). ACE has processes for teachers to be
conscious of themselves as African people as well as familiar with the African cultural group.
Shockley's research focuses mostly on the constructs and dimensions of Afrocentric education.
His research addresses the critics of Afrocentric education, and debunks their claims that ACE is
antagonistic, teaches myths, provides a false consciousness, or romanticizes a fairy-tale past
(Shockley & Frederick, 2010).
Afrocentric Theory/Africology. Africology is a discipline, Asante (2011) defines it “is
sustained by a commitment to centering the study of African phenomena and events in the
particular cultural voice of the composite African people.” (p. 12). As a theory, it familiarized
African Americans with the referential supported change from a colonized identity to a conscious

109
decolonized pan-African identity (Mazama, 2001). Afrocentricity helps to identify the
unconscious adoptions of European values and replace them with a core set of African values.
Ama Mazama (2001) provides many paradigms for developing academic frameworks of the
theory of Afrocentricity. Overall, Africology and Afrocentricity provide “epistemological
centeredness” (Piert, 2013) for the dislocated people of African around the world.
Black Power Era/Movement. There were many progressive ideologies in the freedom
movements from the 1940s to the 1980s. However, the Black Power Era from the late 1960s to
1980s is one of the most controversial and misunderstood political movements in the Black
freedom struggle. Detroit became the stage for the Black Power movement in the early 1960s, as
the white flight to the suburbs occurred, and the police and white government of Detroit turned
to more colonial and militant methods (Boggs & Kurashige, 2012; Sugrue, 2005). Black Power
focused on neighborhood organizing, citizen empowerment, and the safety of the Black
community. Rickford (2016) describes the conditions of Black life and how the term Black
Power served as an agent of social change in Black communities across the world.
Civil Rights Era/Movement. When speaking on Civil Rights in America, it is essential to note
that civil rights were fought for the well-being of all people, not just people of color, and while
the point of reference is to the 1960s era, the historical timeline of the struggle for freedom and
justice in the United States does not start or end with the popular non-violent movement of the
1960s. The Civil Rights Act of 1957 was legislated on September 9, 1957, which was mostly a
voting rights bill to prevent violence against African American males who attempted to vote.
The bill became a civil rights issue before Congress passed it, as the problems presented violated
acts of Congress from 1866 and 1875 around voting rights and privileges. The Civil Rights Act
of 1957 was also Congress's show of support for the Supreme Court's Brown decisions of the
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Brown v. Board of Education (1954) case, which included five different cases of public-school
desegregation. The U.S. Supreme Court decision regarding Brown v. Board of Education
(1954) is one of the most pivotal judgments ever rendered by the U.S. legal system for African
Americans.
The Civil Rights Act of 1960 was passed on May 6, 1960 and was a law to establish the
federal inspection of local voter registration. Voters were being disenfranchised at the polls and
in places where they attempted to register to vote. This was the legislation-initiated consequence
for those who hindered someone’s voting rights in any way. It also extended the life of the Civil
Rights Commission to continue to oversee civil rights issues in the US as they arise. The
Commission was created by President Eisenhower to eliminate the loopholes of the 1957 civil
rights act, which was highly criticized by Republicans but was not the end of civil discrimination
in the United States. Loopholes and justice provided included the guarantee of all residents’
equal protection of the law under the 14th amendment and voter's rights protection from the 15th
amendment.
Community-based. Pedagogical methods that connect schools to communities, and host
programming at community sites, however, usually from a formal education approach. Much of
the research around this term is in the Education discipline and connects local institutions,
literature, nature, and culture in diversifying elements that help to provide a well-rounded
environmental understanding of the subject matter.
Community Education. This terminology is controversial among disciplines and describes a
formal and informal educational connection. Community Education posits a democratic stance,
where community members—or stakeholders—participate in the teaching and learning of
subjects. Its history rests in the Education discipline and has not expanded from concept to
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theory for many reasons. Community Education parallels the community studies discipline in
Sociology and represents many informal activities held by the community but not connected to
any formal educational institution. Having the community lead initiatives, programs, and
educational training is an example of community education in this research, and this term seeks
to represent more of a democratic orientation than what community-based education historically
has offered in research.
Community Organizing. This term is housed in the Sociology discipline and studied across
many social sciences disciplines. Community organizing typically engages small groups or
committees working on specific tasks using a variety of strategies to achieve social justice
(Payne, 2007). The democratic structure of this Movement engages community members as
leaders and active participants in designing and implementing community education projects.
Members of the movement are volunteers who attend meetings, events, classes, training, and
public forums to learn and share knowledge within the community in a community organizing
effort. The pedagogy of community education occurs in this community organizing process, as
volunteers naturally seek to gain a better understanding of the Movement and its components and
increase one’s knowledge, the more active and engaged one participates within the movement.
Edgewalker. A person who can comfortably identify with the culture under study has some
competence of the mainstream culture, can move between cultures, and the ability to generalize
the culture from personal experience.
Formal Education/Traditional Education. Also known as formal schooling in many ACE
literature, formal schooling is a type of learning which takes place in a sanctioned building by
certified teachers from a governing authority and that which abides by the overarching rules of
that governing entity. In other words, formal schooling is a necessary K-12 process and the
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expected trajectory to higher education institutions in which residents are required to attend to
have their learning formally recognized by society. Formal schooling and credentialing of
teachers may be part of the crisis in African American communities.
Globalization. The ways that the culture of modernity has exported across the world and the
economic, ecological, and cultural impacts that it is currently having on human communities and
their surrounding ecosystems.
Hidden Curriculum. The hidden curriculum is what students pick up on at school, which is not
in the curriculum, such as paying attention to the social clues and the importance of doing the
activities.
Interdependence. A concept of being mutually responsible to a community and depended on
others by participating in a network of relationships to support each other.
Informal Education. Informal or non-formal education is learning that takes place outside of
the formal institution, such as after-school, Saturday school, or any uncertified organizations or
institutions by the federal or state government. It is in urban school settings where informal
educational programs have been put in place by the formal schools in the hope to either provide
an alternative curriculum for students or to help students gain momentum in subjects where the
schools are behind the national demand. This type of collaboration is community-based
schooling and has been suggested and tried as one of the reformed solutions to underperforming
school districts. It is in these formal schools and informal programs at community schools where
researchers seek to find, from the inside out, the solution to public education, to hopefully reform
and 'save' the lowest-achieving students in urban public schools.
Indigenous–Insider. Merriam et al. (2010) describe another name for a person “who endorses
the unique values, perspectives, behaviors, beliefs, and knowledge of his or her indigenous
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community and can speak with authority about it” (p. 412). An indigenous-insider has rumored
a risk for researchers to take on this identity because one can go rogue and culturally assimilate
into an outside or oppositional culture.
Indigenous–Outsider. A person who identifies with the unique values, perspectives, behaviors
and beliefs, and knowledge about a national culture (such as African American, a nationality),
which gives them a visible insider status, yet the person still has much to learn about the various
cultural, social, and political values within the culture, that makes it unique within its general
group identity.
Neoliberalism. The practice of governance by majority rule, creating unstable private markets
and capital distribution manipulation, decommodification, and deregulation of corporations.
Whereas corporations are regarded as individuals to avoid tax regulations, and residents are held
personally responsible for actions, well-being, and personal failures by their investment or lack
thereof in their educational development. Neoliberalism posits individual choice, yet not the
option to unionize, create new political affiliations, or go against majority rule. Overall,
neoliberalism undermines democracy and destroys forms of autonomy and social solidarity.
Neocolonialism. A new form of colonization that uses economic, cultural, and other political
pressures to control or influence other countries. Neocolonialism fully or partially obtains
control over another country, occupies it, and exploits it economically.
State Emergency Management. Under the Michigan Emergency Management Act–Public Act
390 of 1976, as amended–each county must appoint an Emergency Manager (EM) to coordinate
initiatives with the federal government and the Department of Homeland Security Division.
However, some municipalities – such as Detroit – have a municipality emergency manager. The
EM is responsible for coordinating state and federal resources to assist the local government in
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the event of an emergency or a disaster. This term is troublesome for African American
communities, which have fought for over 150 years of community control of institutions that
govern them. Politically, state and federal laws may differ and have a severe impact on local
communities that do not have any authoritative control over the community they reside in.
Student-centered approach. A student-centered pedagogical approach puts the needs of the
students first within the curriculum, learning useful information from their perspective as
opposed to a teacher-centered or administration-centered approach.
Strong democracy. A modern form of participatory democracy that emphasizes participation,
responsibility, and the common good.
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Appendix B: Chronology and Timeline of African American Educational Events
American History Timeline
Colonization (1585)
Settlement: Beginning to 1763: Political, religious, and social institutions emerged
The American Revolution, 1763—1783 (causes, ideas, reasons)
The New Nation, 1783—1815
National Expansion & Reform, 1815—1860
Civil War / Reconstruction, 1861—1877
Rise of Industrial America, 1876—1900
Progressive Era to New Era, 1900—1929
Great Depression, 1929—1945
Post War United States, 1945—1968
The African American Perspective
Slavery—the Peculiar Institution, 1619—1863
Free Blacks in the Antebellum Period, 1783
Abolition, Anti-Slavery Movements, and the Rise of the Sectional Controversy, 1619—1861
The Civil War, 1861—1865
Reconstruction and its Aftermath, 1865—1877
The Booker T. Washington Era, 1900 —1914
World War I and Post War society, 1914—1939
The Depression, New Deal, and WWII, 1939—1954
The Civil Rights Era, 1954—1968
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Appendix C: Organization Consent to Research Site
5/23/19
To Eastern Michigan University, Graduate School
This letter will serve as authorization of Mrs. Micala Evans Cochran to conduct the research
project among the Detroit Independent Freedom Schools Movement sites and events entitled
“The Right to the Tree of Life: An ethnographic research study on Afrocentric community
organizing for educational justice in Detroit, Michigan.” Upon review of the informed consent
letter sent to us by Mrs. Evans and Eastern Michigan University, we are glad to offer you an
opportunity to conduct this type of study in our organization. All interviews and observations
around the site, the collection of notes and documents, and the distribution of questionnaires are
approved and will be duly supervised by the Advising Board of the Detroit Independent Freedom
School (DIFS).
If you have any concerns or require additional information, feel free to contact the DIFS
Advisory Board at 313-583-9395 or DIFS313@gmail.com.

Sincerely,
DIFS Coordinating Committee
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Appendix D: Informed Consent for Participants

Informed Consent Form
Project Title: The right to the tree of life: An ethnographic research study on Afrocentric
community organizing for educational justice in Detroit, Michigan.
Principal Investigator: Micala D. Evans, Eastern Michigan University
Faculty Advisor: Joe Bishop, Eastern Michigan University

Invitation to participate in research
You are invited to participate in a research study on organizing for educational justice in the
community. To participate, you must be 18 years of age and identify with one of the following:
1) be affiliated with the Detroit Independent Freedom School Movement, 2) or identify as a
volunteer in an Afrocentric community or organization, 3) or have developed a Freedom School
project within your community. Participation in research is voluntary. Please ask any questions
you have about participation in this study.

Important information about this study
This research attempts to identify how community organizations educate residents using informal
Afrocentric education methods. There is a risk of linking your name or other identifiable
characteristics to the educational methods that you will be observed doing, only if you have
opted in to agree to such risk.
Your Participation
Participation in this study involves one (1) preliminary interview for thirty (30) minutes. You
may or may not be asked to participate in two (2) additional one-on-one, one-hour (60 min)
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Interviews about your role within DIFS or your Afrocentric community or your community
Freedom School project. Additionally, one (1) observation of you in your role or at your project
site for one (1) hour is ideal.
Risks of this study
Risks of this study include sharing your name and other personally identifying characteristics
(such as age, ethnicity, gender, and community of residence) with the public and associating
yourself with statements made in our interviews and activities performed while under
observation. Alternatively, you may choose to use an alternative name (pseudonym) or a
nickname of your choosing.
Confidentiality
I, Micala D. Evans (Cochran) will protect your confidentiality by 1) storing this informed
consent with your real name on it, in a locked file storage in my home office, and separately
from any data collected, 2) using only your pseudonym or nickname if you choose to withhold
your name to label interviews, photos, and videos, and 3) password protect all digital data
received from interviews, photos, and videos. I will not use your real name or any identifiable
data of you in the final project or any subsequent projects if you so choose.
Voluntary participation
Participation in this research is voluntary. You do not have to participate, and if you decide to
participate, you can stop at any time. You may also choose to keep and/or have destroyed any
data of you if you begin to participate and later change your mind.
About this study
The purpose of the study is to help describe how community education may be a direct response
to the ongoing struggle for educational justice. It explores participants associated within the
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Detroit Independent Freedom School Movement who use Afrocentric methods. A person does
not have to identify as an Afrocentric or Afrocentric person to participate in this study, although
Afrocentric methods are used to organize and analyze this research. This research assumes there
is an educational crisis among African Americans and seeks the community’s response on what is
or can be done about it.
What will happen if I participate in this study?
Participation in this study involves:
•

Agreeing to your interview and observation terms by reading and signing this informed
consent and media release if you choose.

•

Scheduling one (1) preliminary interview that is 30 minutes in length at a time and place
suitable for you. If your story is chosen for the final interviews, you will schedule two
(2) additional interviews with me that are one (1) hour in length each.
o Visit one (1) is a preliminary interview about you and your role.
o Visit two (2) is an in-depth interview about your use and understanding of
Afrocentric philosophy and methods used in the DIFS Movement.
o Visit three (3) is a follow-up interview after your observation is completed, lasting
no more than one (1) hour in length.

•

Schedule a time for me to observe you in your volunteer role and Freedom School
environment for a minimum of one (1) hour.
o I will arrive at your Freedom School site to observe you in your natural role, using
the tools you agreed on to document what happens at your site.
o I will engage in a short (5 minute) conversation with you before and after the
observation to review the process and your limitations and ensure your
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confidentiality requests. This will confirm your preferences before the
observation begins.
o I will take written notes at your site while observing you or directly afterward,
recalling what occurred at your site.
o I can participate in activities at your site – if you request – or I can remain a silent
bystander.
o I can make return visits to your site at your discretion.
•

Your participation lasts until the date of our last interview, or if you choose to invite me
to other projects, sites, or events, after our interviews and observation are over during the
course of this study.

•

Overall, your participation is at a minimum of 30 minutes to a maximum of 4 hours if
selected as a final participant.
o Interview 1 – 30 minutes – Day 1
o Observation – 1 hour or longer at participants discretion – Day 2
o Interview 2 – 1 hour – Day 3
o Interview 3 – 1 hour – Day 4

•

This research study will take place over the course of 3 months, and your interviews and
observations do not have to be scheduled on the same day or in a four-day (4-Day)
succession.

Media statement
I will record our interviews with a digital tape recorder and ask permission separately to take
pictures and/or video recordings of you at the observation site. No video or pictures will be
taken of anyone under the age of 18 unless their parent or guardian signs a separate media

121
release. Additionally, you and any adults who wish to be included in any photos or video
recordings must also sign a media release, which is included at the bottom of this consent form.
Video and photo consent are NOT a requirement of participating in this study, and you may
decline to have your photo/video taken or photos/videos of your observation site included.
Audio/Videotaping
AUDIO/VIDEOTAPING will be used to document activities that occur at Freedom School
meetings. No AUDIO/VIDEOTAPING will be conducted of minors classrooms with minors will
not be observed or recorded. I would like to AUDIO/VIDEO to record you for this study. If
you are AUDIO/VIDEO recorded, it will be possible to identify you through your
VOICE/IMAGE. If you do not agree to be AUDIO/VIDEO recorded, you still will be eligible to
participate in this study, and I will not publish your image or voice and will ONLY use a
transcript of our interviews and written notes from your observation in addition to maintaining
your confidentiality and identity preferences.
What types of data will be collected?
I will collect data about community organizing, community education, Afrocentric culture, and
philosophical beliefs about education. Data is sought to be collected from a sample of
participants using Afrocentric methods, but it is not limited to only African Americans. Some
portion of the inquiry will solicit answers about African Americans. Real names of participants
are being collected to directly identify participants to their statements and activities, except in the
case that a participant has opted out of being identified by name, image, voice, or any other
identifying characteristic. Participants must select “opt in” under the signature section of this
consent form if they choose to use their real names. Other data to be collected from participants
will include video recorded observation notes of each participant and audio recordings of a
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preliminary 30-minute interview, and two one-hour interviews with each participant. I will also
collect field notes of my general observation at DIFS activities, events, and meetings, as well as
a personal journal, documents and artifacts from the field.
What are the expected risks for participation?
There are no expected physical or psychological risks to participation. The primary risk of
participation in this study is a potential loss of confidentiality, which is minimized by offering
participants pseudonyms and full confidentiality and anonymity.
Some of the interview questions are to discuss American and African American culture, behavior,
people, values, and motives and may make you feel uncomfortable. You do not have to answer
any questions that make you uncomfortable or that you do not want to answer. If you are upset,
please inform me immediately.
Are there any benefits to participating?
You will not directly benefit from participating in this research. Benefits to society include
helping to define and examine community education, community organizing, and Afrocentricity.
How will my information be kept confidential?
I plan to publish the results of this study. I will not publish any information that can identify
you, unless you have opted-in to be identified by name, image, voice, or any other identifying
characteristic, by selecting “opt in” under the signature section of this consent form.
If you have opted in to being identified by any specific or all characteristics, I would like to
publish your identifiable information (name, image of you, voice, city of residence), with your
permission. I will ask you to initial a statement at the bottom of this form to give us permission
to identify you in publications. Please note that once your identifiable information is published,
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it cannot be removed, even if you are unhappy with the publication. You will have an
opportunity to review your transcripts and observation notes prior to publication.
For all participants, I will keep your information confidential by using a numeric code to label
the data, which will be linked to your identifiable information or your pseudonym unless you
opted in to being identified. Your identifiable information will be kept in a key-locked file
storage and kept separately from all data collected, which will be kept in a password protected
digital folder. I will store your information for at least five years after this project ends and
indefinitely.
I will make every effort to keep your information confidential; however, I cannot guarantee
confidentiality. I will have access to the information you provide for research purposes only.
Other groups may have access to your research information for quality control or safety
purposes. These groups include the University Human Subjects Review Committee, the Office
of Research Development, the sponsor of the research, or federal and state agencies that oversee
the review of research, including the Office for Human Research Protections and the Food and
Drug Administration. The University Human Subjects Review Committee reviews research for
the safety and protection of people who participate in research studies.
Storing study information for future use
I may use the research collected for study and publications in the future. I will store your
information collected from this study for a minimum of five (5) years after the conclusion of this
study and indefinitely. Your information will be labeled with a code and not your name, even if
you have opted-in to being identified in the final publication. Your information will be stored
securely in three places: (1) In a password-protected digital file on an EMU managed cloudbased server for a minimum of 5 years, and (2) will be stored indefinitely on a flash-drive and

124
CD-ROM in the researcher’s locked briefcase, and (3) stored indefinitely in the Office of
Graduate Studies and Research at Eastern Michigan University. I will not share your
information with other researchers, not mentioned in the paragraph above.
Are there any alternatives to participation?
The alternative is not to participate.
Are there any costs to participation?
Participation will not cost you anything.
Will I be paid for participation?
You will not be paid to participate in this research study.
Study contact information
If you have any questions about the research, you can contact the Principal Investigator, Micala
Evans, at mevans31@emich.edu or by phone at (231) 709-5724. You can also contact my
adviser, Joe Bishop, at jbishop3@emich.edu or by phone at (734) 487-1615.
For questions about your rights as a research subject, contact the Eastern Michigan University
Human Subjects Review Committee at human.subjects@emich.edu or by phone at 734-4873090.
Voluntary participation
Participation in this research study is your choice. You may refuse to participate at any time,
even after signing this form, without repercussion. You may choose to leave the study at any
time without repercussion. If you leave the study, the information you provided will be kept
confidential. You may request, in writing, that your identifiable information be destroyed.
However, we cannot destroy any information that has already been published.
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Statement of Consent
I have read this form. I have had an opportunity to ask questions and am satisfied with the
answers I received. I give my consent to participate in this research study.
Signatures to “opt in” to Participate
Please initial next to the statements acknowledging your level of consent for this study. In order
to participate, you must agree to at least the first statement.
___________ I agree to participate in one (1) 30-minute preliminary interview and to have it
voice recorded for the purpose of a transcription of the interview to be used for data in this
research study.
____________ I agree – if my story is selected - to participate in two (2) -hour long interviews
and to have those voice recorded for the purpose of a transcription of the interviews to be used
for data in this research study.
___________ I agree to allow at least one (1) hour of direct observation of me in my role
as a volunteer/community organizer.
___________ I agree to the use of my recorded voice that may or may not directly
identify me to be published.
___________ I agree to allow video recording of me which will directly identify me to be
published.
___________ I agree to allow photographs of me that will directly identify me to be
published.
___________ I agree to allow information that will directly identify me to be published.
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Participant Consent Review
Please print your name and then sign and date on the next line.
______________________________________
Name of Participant
______________________________________

____________________

Signature of Participant

Date

Principal Investigator Consent Review Confirmation
I have explained the research to the participant and answered all their questions. I will give a
copy of the signed consent form to the participant.
Micala D. Evans
________________________________________
Name of Person Obtaining Consent

________________________________________

_______________________

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent

Date
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Appendix C: Interview Questions
Topic 1: Organizing for Educational Justice
1. What is your role in the DIFS organization?
2. How does your role organize for education?
3. How did you become prepared to do your role?
4. How would you identify your role as a community organizer?
5. What does community organizing involve for you?
6. What tools/information/resources does a person need to organize for education?
7. Whom do you work with while organizing for education?
8. What can a person expect to gain from organizing for educational justice/community/
education?
9. How long have you been organizing with DIFS?
10. How long have you been organizing in general?
11. Why do you organize/perform your role/with the Freedom School Movement?
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Appendix F: Youth and Adult Media Release from Observation

AUDIO/VIDEO RECORDING RELEASE FOR
EASTERN MICHIGAN UNIVERSITY &
DETROIT INDEPENDENT FREEDOM SCHOOL MOVEMENT

IMPORTANT: BEFORE AGREEING TO HAVE YOUR CONTENT RECORDED AND
SHARED ELECTRONICALLY, PLEASE VERIFY THAT YOU OWN THE COPYRIGHT OF
ALL MATERIALS BEING PRESENTED. IF YOU DO NOT, SUCH MATERIALS MAY NOT
BE RECORDED OR SHARED BY EASTERN MICHIGAN UNIVERSITY.
I VERIFY THAT I OWN THE COPYRIGHT TO ALL MATERIALS BEING PRESENTED.
________ (please initial).
I DO NOT OWN THE COPYRIGHT TO THE MUSIC BEING PRESENTED WITH THE
MATERIAL AND WISH FOR PHOTOGRAPHY INSTEAD OF VIDEO OR AUDIO
RECORDING IN SUCH CIRCUMSTANCES. ________
(please initial).

I hereby grant to Eastern Michigan University the following rights in the interest of furthering
the University’s creation and distribution of informational and artistic materials: ________
(please initial here and place a checkmark next to each numbered item, indicating you agree to
that particular form of media release.)
____1. The right to record my image or take my photograph, picture, likeness, and voice by any
technology or means.
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____2. The right to copy, use, perform, display and distribute such recordings of me for any
legitimate purpose, including but not limited to distribution by means of streaming or other
technologies via the Internet, or distribution of audio or video files (e.g. podcasts) for download
by the public.
____3. The right to combine such recordings of me with other images, recordings, or printed
matter in the production of motion pictures, television tape, sound recordings, still photography,
CD-ROM or any other media.
____4. The right to record, reproduce, amplify and simulate my image and all sound effects
produced.
____ 5. The right to assign, transfer, or license the above rights to third parties, including the
Researcher. Eastern Michigan University, and the Detroit Independent Freedom Schools
Movement (DIFS).
____6. The right to use my image and voice in connection with the marketing of the researchers’
or DIFS programs, events, or educational or artistic materials.
I understand and agree that I will not receive compensation, now or in the future, in connection
with The Researcher, Eastern Michigan University, or DIFS’ exercise of the rights granted
hereunder. I hereby assign to The Researcher, EMU, and DIFS, any and all copyright I may have
in the recordings made of me hereunder. I hereby release and forever discharge The Researcher,
Eastern Michigan University, the Advisory Board of the Detroit Independent Freedom Schools
Movement, its members individually, and the officers, agents and employees of said parties and
third parties from any and all claims, demands, rights and causes of action of whatever kind that
I may have, caused by or arising from the researchers’ exercise of the rights granted hereunder
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and the use of recordings containing my image or voice, including all claims for libel and
invasion of privacy or infringement of rights of copyright and publicity.

PRINTED NAME: _____________________________________ DATE: _____________

SIGNATURE: ______________________________________________________________

IF MEDIA IS OF YOUTH UNDER THE AGE OF 18:

PRINT NAME OF PARENT OF LEGAL GUARDAN: ________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________

SIGNATURE: _________________________________________________________________

FOR DIFS / EMU Researcher: Micala D. Evans

DATE: ________________

